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Introduction

Star Traks: Waystation started forming while I was writing of Star Traks 4 from Star Traks: The Original Series. I had so many characters running around the USS Secondprize that it was becoming hard to develop stories that used all of them in a satisfactory way. Lisa Beck was one of the obvious choices for the spin-off, since she had already taken command a couple of times, yet with Captain Alexander Rydell, Commander Travis Dillon, and Lieutenant Commander Jaroch around and Lieutenant Emily Sullivan advancing, those opportunities were getting harder to come by.

I didn’t specifically set out to parody Deep Space Nine with Star Traks: Waystation, but a space station series did seem like it would be a good change of pace. It would give me the opportunity to use civilian characters, such as Bradley Dillon, whom I had had fun writing in Star Traks 4. So in Star Traks 5: In-The-Way-Station, I had the Secondprize encounter the Multeks, an event which led Starfleet to hastily construct Waystation near Multek space and staff it with officers pulled from the Secondprize. That story is in the Original Series Volume 1 eBook, but I am also including it in this volume for completeness.

It took me a while to figure out how to write Waystation. At first I treated the stories just like stories from the original series, but that didn’t quite work. The Waystation characters were different than their Secondprize counterparts. After the first run of short stories and the book, That Sinking Feeling, the series sat for a while. One obvious problem was that the station was ridiculously small, a situation that Anthony Butler and I addressed in the Renovations mini-series.

After the Renovations mini-series that closed out Volume One, I had a big new station to play with, but instead the series sat dormant for the most part. I wrote the “Something They Ate” one-off, which is really its weird thing. Then the book, The Way We Were, moved things forward somewhat, but I didn’t really have a feel for writing Waystation until A Deadly Shade Of Blue, at which point I began treating Waystation more like a town. The Starfleet characters were still important, but I also developed minor characters around the station and tried to flesh out life beyond the Starfleet aspects. I was also more willing to go to darker places in the series, which I did in an arc I called “After The Dream,” which is included in this volume.

Following that arc, things started coming along nicely, and Waystation became some of my favorite stories to write. This volume closes with the Collectors arc, which brought big changes to the station’s relationship with the Multeks and as well as the ascension of Bradley Dillon to the Federation Presidency (That actually happens over in Star Traks: The Vexed Generation), which has major ramifications for pretty much everyone and marks a major turning point for the series’ overall arc.

The last few runs of stories were a lot of fun to write, but I also knew that it was time to start wrapping things up. These stories move the Multeks to the next phase of their relationship with the rest of the galaxy, deal with some issues from Captain Beck’s past, force Bradley Dillon to face an actual election, and bring the tensions between the Waystation command crew and Bradley to a head.

For a long time, I thought there would be a final book, but over the years I’ve realized that I’m quite content with where things ended. Waystation and its characters have continued on in other series, even as far forward as Star Traks: Boldly Gone…

I hope you enjoy Star Traks: Waystation.




STAR TRAKS V: In The Way-Station



ACT ONE:



The Discovery



Chapter One



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 50216.4. The Secondprize is finally getting back to the business of exploring strange, new worlds and seeking out new life and new civilizations. We’re back to boldly going where no one has gone before. It’s about time, too. I’ve had enough of responding to distress calls, carrying supplies, and transporting admirals and ambassadors. I want to be on the frontier facing the unknown…as long as the unknown isn’t better armed than we are. Maybe we’ll find a nice planet of happy, sexually uninhibited people to spend some time with. That would be great. Explorers need to relax a bit.

Speaking of relaxation. Our Chief Medical Officer, Dr. Rebecca Singer, has been relieved of duty to go take a nice, LONG vacation at the Federation Funny Farm on Tantalus V. It was a difficult decision, but, after she almost drowned Nurse Kelley in tears during the delivery of Ensign Krieger’s baby, I had to remove her from duty. We are currently operating without a Chief Medical Officer, but Starfleet Command assures me that they’ll get us a new one as soon as they can. In the meantime, we are on course to the edge of charted space. Then we’ll be on our own. No starbases nearby. No Starfleet Command to contact for advice. No starship to race to our rescue… What the hell are we doing?! We could be killed!”



Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins stared woefully into the glass of tranya sitting on the bar in front of her. Absently, she stirred the orange liquid with her fingers.

“If the drink’s that depressing, I can get you something else,” a voice said from behind the glass. Hawkins looked up at Trinian, the hostess of Seven Backward.

“I’m sorry, Trinian,” Hawkins replied. “The tranya’s great…really.”

“I didn’t know you could drink through your fingers.”

Hawkins laughed weakly. “Don’t you have any other customers to tend to besides me?”

“Sure, I do. I’m taking care of my other customers by dealing with you. Your mood’s bringing down the whole place, so spill it!” Trinian demanded.

“It’s just…well…he’s so damn aggravating!” Hawkins shouted these last few words. Seven Backward fell completely silent. Every eye was upon her.

“Thanks, Patricia. You do wonders for the atmosphere in here,” Trinian whispered.

“Go back to what you were doing! NOW!” Hawkins ordered. The lounge’s patrons quickly shifted back to their tables. The wrath of the Secondprize’s Chief of Security was something no one wanted to incur.

“I take it that you are referring to Commander Dillon,” Trinian said. She really didn’t even need to ask. Hawkins and Dillon had become almost friends over the course of the last couple of months, much to the surprise of most…well actually all of the crew of the Secondprize. Hawkins was the last person people expected to befriend an officious, obnoxious, overbearing, egotistical jerk like Commander Travis Michael Dillon.

“Of course, I’m talking about Travis!” Hawkins snapped. “He is, unfortunately, the only male in my life at the moment.”

“Wait, you two aren’t…” Trinian looked at Hawkins concerned.

“Aren’t what?”

“You know…doing stuff.” Last Trinian knew, Dillon and Hawkins were just friends. If Patricia had taken things farther…uggh, it was too horrible to contemplate.

“God, no!” Hawkins exclaimed. “He’s driving me insane enough just being a friend. Any more would push me over the edge.”

“What’s the problem?”

“Well, believe it or not, deep inside Travis’ dipshit exterior is a halfway decent guy. You just have to be very patient and lucky to catch a glimpse of it.”

“I don’t think I have that kind of patience,” Trinian said.

“Neither do I, and that’s the problem. I made the mistake of actually liking the nice guy I caught a just few glimpses of. Because of that, I’ve been getting to know Travis better and spending time with him. If I could get him to…” Suddenly, the doors of Seven Backward whooshed open, and Lieutenant Emily Sullivan stormed angrily into the lounge. She threw herself onto a stool at the other end of the bar.

“Hold that thought,” Trinian said to Hawkins. The hostess walked over to Sullivan. “Can I get you anything?”

“A very large phaser rifle would be a start,” Sullivan mumbled.

“Wanna talk about it?” Trinian asked.

“An ion storm is disrupting subspace communications, dammit!” Sullivan shouted.

“I’m not trying to sound insensitive, but so what?”

“I can’t talk to Brad.”

“Who?” Trinian said frustrated.

“He’s this guy I met on SDS.”

“What’s an SDS?”

“The subspace dating service. He runs a mining operation out on…” The doors opened again revealing Commander Scott Baird. He charged toward the bar, saw Sullivan, stopped, and headed for a table over by the viewport. He sat down and slammed his fists against the table. It was the only time Trinian had seen transparent aluminum break.

“We’ll talk later,” Trinian said heading off toward the Secondprize’s chief engineer.

“But what about Brad?” Sullivan wailed.

“He’s probably got six eyes and a massive overbite,” Trinian snapped irritated. One person complaining about their problems was annoying enough, but she was already up to three today. Patience and compassion were starting to run thin.

“WHAT?!?” Sullivan said.

“Nothing,” Trinian said, regaining her composure. “Now hold on a minute.”

“What about me?” Hawkins called from across the bar.

“Take a number!” Trinian marched over to Baird’s table. “What the fuck’s your problem?” she shouted. Baird looked up at her. The look in his eyes could have frozen a star. “Speak, dammit!”

“I’m having a bad day, O.K.?” he said slowly.

“No way, mister. You stormed into my lounge, and now you’re going to talk to me,” Trinian sat planting herself in the chair across from him.

“The fucking warp core is…” The doors opened allowing Lieutenant Lisa Beck to enter. She walked straight to the viewport and began staring out of it blankly.

“Run a level one diagnostic and get over it,” Trinian said distractedly to Baird as she got up and headed toward Beck. Four unhappy people in ten minutes. This was getting REALLY annoying. She went and stood by Beck quietly.

“If I had wanted to talk, I would have gone to see Counselor Webber,” Beck said without looking at Trinian.

“I didn’t say a word,” Trinian replied. “I just came over here to get away from everyone else.”

“Right. Look, if you really want to know, I’m just not feeling a lot of…job satisfaction at the moment.”

“Join the club,” Trinian replied.

“What?”

“Never mind. Go on.”

“I’m underappreciated. No one cares about what I do.”

“The communications officer plays a vital role in starship operations.”

“Maybe seventy years ago, but not now,” Beck said. “Most starships don’t even have them anymore. My career’s in a rut, and I being wasted here.”

“There are worse jobs.”

“Like?”

“Being bartender here,” Trinian said. Beck smiled weakly.

“Thanks, Trinian. I feel a little better at least.” Beck turned at walked to the doors. This made Trinian even more annoyed. Beck actually thought Trinian was trying to cheer her up. Damn her.

“TRINIAN!!!” Hawkins and Sullivan whined in unison. That was the last straw.

“Oh, go get something resembling lives, you two!” Trinian shouted as she walked back behind the bar. Just then, the doors opened and Captain Alexander Rydell entered the lounge whistling to himself. Hawkins and Sullivan took the opportunity to retreat from Seven Backward.

“Good afternoon, Trinian,” Rydell said, flashing her a broad smile.

“What are you so damn happy about?” she snapped, turning on him. “Of course, it’s not like you have any worries. You’ve got it so easy sitting up on the bridge in your cozy padded chair while I’m on my feet down here having to listen to these dips complain. Well, I’ve had it!”

“Is there a problem?”

“Yeah, you and everyone else on this damn ship!”

“If I came at a bad time…”

“Shut up!”

“Look, I…” Rydell stammered.

“You, you, you! Who cares?”

“Can I just have…”

“Get it yourself!” Trinian said. She pulled her hat off and slammed it down on Rydell’s head until the brim was somewhere around his nose. He heard loud footsteps and then the sound of the doors opening. A second later, the doors opened again.

“I do not think that the hat is quite you, sir,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch’s voice said from behind him.

“Shut up and get me to sickbay. I think this thing has molecularly bonded to my eyebrows.”



Chapter Two



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 50218.6. I have returned to duty after my short stay in sickbay. It would have been a lot shorter if they hadn’t given me that unrequested appendectomy. I cannot wait until we get a new chief medical officer to get those butchers under control.

Otherwise, ship’s operations are running smoothly, and there’s nothing interesting to report. Two days exploring the unknown, and we haven’t found a damn thing. I just hope that this doesn’t continue. The crew has a tendency to do strange things when they’re bored.”



The tension on the bridge could have been sliced with a phaser. The bridge crew manned their stations with a heightened sense of anticipation while Captain Alex Rydell and Commander Travis Dillon paced back and forth across the bridge floor listening to Lieutenant Commander Jaroch.

“Seven, six…”

“Almost there,” Dillon said, stating the obvious. Rydell shot a quick, angry look at him. “Sorry.”

“Two, One.”

“Ten quadrillion kilometers!!!” everyone shouted.

“We have been out here way too long,” Jaroch said turning away from the odometer on his science console.

“What do you mean?” Dillon asked. “Going this far is a major milestone for any starship. I’m glad that I was here to witness it. This will be something that I’ll remember until the day that I die.”

“I do not doubt it,” Jaroch replied. “I am sure that you must fill the space in your head with something.”

“What was that, Lieutenant Commander?” Dillon demanded. “That remark was a severe breech of chain-of-command etiquette and protocol. A reprimand will be showing up on your record, believe it.”

“Oh, stow it, Dillon,” Captain Rydell said. “Jaroch’s right.”

“That my head’s empty!” Dillon shouted.

“No…well, yeah, O.K. there’s that, but I mean he’s right about us being out here too long. It’s been almost a week since we left Federation territory and we haven’t seen a damn thing except uninhabited solar systems.”

“Some of those systems will be perfect for new colonies, though,” Dillon said.

“Yeah, but we’re supposed to be encountering the unknown out here. We haven’t run into one alien yet!” Rydell said.

“Captain, I am detecting subspace waves,” Jaroch reported.

“You had to say something,” Dillon mumbled.

“Are they naturally occurring?” Rydell asked, rushing up to Jaroch’s console.

“I do not believe so, sir, but they are not of any type that I am familiar with.”

“Could they be a message?” Dillon asked.

“They are not of any type that I am familiar with,” Jaroch repeated with an edge of anger in his voice.

“I’m working on it,” Lieutenant Lisa Beck said from the communications console.

“I am quite capable of handling this myself, Lieutenant,” Jaroch said, his irritation growing further.

“But if it’s a message, I’m the one with the best chance of translating it,” Beck retorted.

“Do and DIE, mortal!” a deep rumbling voice bellowed from Jaroch’s body. Rydell dove toward Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins. If J’Ter was out, the safest place to be was behind the Secondprize’s chief of security.

“That is my job,” Beck said, refusing to back down. Jaroch/J’Ter stood up from his console and walked over to Beck.

“You will be destroyed.”

“Will you two grow up and stop bickering?” Dillon said.

“SHUT UP!!!” Jaroch/J’Ter and Beck shouted.

“Gotcha,” Dillon said weakly.

“Now, are you going to let me to my job, psycho-boy, or do I start knocking off a few of your past lives?” Beck said calmly. Jaroch’s eyes glazed over for a second.

“I seem to have lost control there for a moment,” Jaroch said, looking around confused. “I apologize.”

“Thank you,” Beck said. She turned back to her console and got to work.

“You can get up now, sir,” Lieutenant Hawkins said, pocketing her phaser.

“Thanks,” Rydell said embarrassed as he picked himself up off the bridge carpet. “You have the bridge, Number One.” Rydell walked toward his ready room.

“I don’t want it,” Dillon said nervously.

“Too bad, you’ve got it anyway. Let me know when you find out something,” Rydell replied as he left the bridge. Dillon glanced at Beck and Jaroch. They smiled back evilly.

“Mommy,” Dillon squeaked.



“Jaroch to Captain.” The voice of the Secondprize’s science officer pulled Captain Rydell out of the book he was reading.

“Rydell here,” he replied.

“I have located the source of the subspace waves.”

“I’ll be right there. Rydell out.” He switched off his desk computer and left the ready room. The bridge looked pretty much the same as it had when he left half an hour earlier except Jaroch was looking very pleased with himself and Commander Dillon was curled up in the command chair babbling incoherently. Rydell ignored his first officer and joined Jaroch back at the science console. “What have you got?”

“Well, sir, the waves are being emitted from the fifth planet in the J-39 system. At warp five, we can be there in four hours,” Jaroch reported.

“Sullivan, lay in a course and engage,” Rydell ordered.

“Sir?” Ensign Kristen Larkin said. “Lieutenant Sullivan can only lay in the course. I have to engage it, sir.”

“I don’t care who does it,” Rydell said. “Just get us there.” Sullivan and Larkin went to work at their respective consoles, while Rydell wished for the ten-thousandth time that he had a modern starship with a conn station like everyone else. Pushing the thought out of his mind, he turned to Lieutenant Beck.

“Report, Beck.”

“I haven’t got much yet,” Beck said, clearly frustrated.

“You should have let me do it,” Jaroch said. Beck glared at Jaroch furiously. Lieutenant Hawkins reached into her pocket and held her phaser out to Beck.

“That’s enough,” Rydell said before Beck had a chance to vaporize Jaroch. “Let me hear what you do have.” Beck pressed a button on her console and a loud whine started screaming out of the speakers on the bridge.

“EEEEEEEEEEEEERRRRRRRRRRRRRRRNNNNNNNNNNNNNN the YYYYYYNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN a EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE.”

“That’s all you’ve got?” Rydell asked.

“I’m afraid so, sir,” Beck replied.

“Well, keep working on it.”



“We’re entering orbit around the fifth planet,” Ensign Larkin said.

“Good. How’s it look, Jaroch?” Rydell said.

“Class M…barely. The surface is arid. There is a group of small structures near the planet’s equator. The waves are coming from one of these buildings.”

“Life signs?” Dillon asked.

“None that I can detect,” Jaroch replied.

“That’s strange,” Rydell said. “Everybody left, and they forgot to turn things off?”

“Ha!” Lieutenant Beck shouted suddenly. “I’ve got the translation.”

“Let’s hear it,” Rydell said.

“Welcome, visitors. You may follow this signal to the landing coordinates. Have a nice day.”

“That’s it?” Dillon said when the computer had finished speaking.

“It?!?” Beck shouted. “That took me five hours.”

“Good work, Lieutenant,” Rydell said, diffusing the situation. He stopped for a minute to think. “Well, I guess were just going to have to send a team down. Dillon, take Jaroch and Lieutenant Russell down and…”

“Sir, request permission to accompany the away team,” Beck said. “If they find any written examples of this culture’s language, I have the best chance of translating it.”

“Granted,” Rydell said. Dillon, Beck, and Jaroch left their positions and got into the turbolift.

“So,” Dillon said friendlily as the turbolift descended. “You two are going to be nice to each other on this mission aren’t you?” He sincerely hoped that Hawkins’ advice for dealing with crewmembers was going to work.

“Oh, I’m sure that we’ll be fine,” Beck said with a forced smile.

“I have no doubt,” Jaroch replied. “We are professionals and know when to let our colleagues with more experience and ability take over. Right, Lieutenant?”

“I’m not the one that you need to tell that to,” Beck replied.

“Are you insinuating that you have more experience than me?”

“I’m telling you.”

“Really, Miss I-Need-Five-Hours-To-Translate-Hello,” Jaroch retorted.

“That’s it, Commander Nut-Boy!”

“Help me!” Dillon screamed.



Chapter Three



Dillon, Jaroch, Beck, and Lieutenant Sean Russell materialized on a sandswept cliff overlooking a vast wasteland of dirt. At the edge of the cliff on a pedestal sat a tablet with some kind of writing on it.

“See what you can make of that thing, Beck,” Dillon ordered. Beck smiled victoriously at Jaroch and walked over to get to work.

“Yes,” Jaroch said. “Contact us when you have a translation. I am sure that it will only take you a year or so.”

“Let’s check out these buildings before someone gets hurt,” Dillon said quickly. He grabbed Jaroch by the arm and pulled him off toward the large, metal structures behind them.

“Fun place, huh?” Russell remarked.

“Yeah, a real barrel of laughs,” Beck replied, not looking up from her tricorder. “The one time I get off the ship, and where do I end up, a damn dustball accompanied by a nit-wit and a know-it-all.”

“You’ve still got me,” Russell said with a smile.

“True,” Beck relented.

“Great. How about we have dinner tonight in celebration of having found each other in this desolate hell-hole?”

“Sean!” She should have seen it coming. They could have been stranded on a planet about to be engulfed by a super-nova, and he still would have asked her out. It was just his nature. About a quarter of the female crewmembers on the Secondprize could vouch for that.

“What?” he exclaimed. “I was just asking.”

“Why don’t you go help the others?” Beck said irritated.

“All right, I’m going.” Russell trudged off feeling dejected until he remembered that ensign in Astrophysics he’d been meaning to ask out. If at first you don’t succeed, try try again.



“What is this place?” Dillon asked as he and Jaroch entered the largest of the structures. The room they had entered was cavernous. The ceiling was dominated by a giant starchart showing various planets marked with the same unintelligible writing that was on the tablet outside. Jaroch quickly recorded the chart in his tricorder for later study. Dillon walked over to a long counter on the far side of the room. As he approached it, a panel in the counter’s surface opened up, and a small round object levitated out of it. The object was all metallic silver except for a black band around its center. It made some obnoxious, incoherent noises at Dillon, then the black band opened revealing a small arm which reached out toward Dillon.

“What have you found, sir?” Jaroch asked walking over.

“I was about to ask you the same question,” Dillon said. The robot repeated its earlier noises and moved the arm a bit.

“The universal translator should have something for us in a second,” Jaroch said. “That is assuming that Lieutenant Beck’s translation was accurate.” He said ‘lieutenant’ with obvious contempt.

“You don’t like her much, do you?” Dillon said.

“I do not like what she stands for,” Jaroch replied. “People who I outrank that believe they can outperform me.”

“Yeah, I hate that, too,” Dillon said. “All of those stupid underlings who have no respect for rank and regulations. If Captain Rydell enforced regulations we wouldn’t…” As Dillon droned on, Jaroch rethought his views on the matter. He couldn’t believe that he would actually have the same view as Dillon on something. Coming out of the first officer’s mouth, it sounded like a horrible, pretentious thing to believe.

“Thank you, Commander,” Jaroch said, interrupting Dillon. “You have made me see the error of my ways.”

“Error?” Dillon said confused. “But, I agree with…”

“Not now, sir, the translation is coming through,” Jaroch snapped.

“Welcome to Edgeworld. May I see your reservation?” the electronic monotone voice from the tricorder said.

“Reservation? This is some kind of hotel?” Dillon said.

“I believe so, sir,” Jaroch replied.

“Welcome to the edge of the universe, gentlemen,” Beck’s voice said from behind them.

“Explain, Lieutenant,” Dillon said turning toward her.

“Well, according to that plaque out there, we are now standing at the edge of Multek space,” Beck said.

“Multek?” Jaroch asked.

“Would you please just give us the whole story?” Dillon demanded.

“All right,” Beck huffed. “This place is some kind of tourist attraction for these people called the Multeks. This is one corner of their space. They don’t believe there’s anything beyond here except an empty void.”

“They’ve got a surprise coming,” Dillon commented.

“What exactly does the plaque say?” Jaroch asked. Beck looked at her tricorder and started reading.

“This is the end of habitable space. Beyond this point lies the great void of emptiness. Multek society has filled all that there is to fill. Rejoice in our accomplishment while enjoying this vast view of the void.”

“You have got to be kidding me?” Dillon said. “What kind of weirdos are these people? Filled all that there is to fill. Yeah, right!”

“Where’s Russell?” Beck asked, looking around.

“We thought that he was with you,” Jaroch said.

“I sent him to find you guys,” Beck replied.

“Great,” Dillon said. “You two contact the ship and tell them what we found out. I’ll go find Russell.” Dillon drew his phaser and walked cautiously out of the building.

“There is no one here to attack him,” Jaroch said, shaking his head in disgust.

“We can always hope,” Beck replied. Jaroch almost smiled.

“Lieutenant, I… want to apologize for any comments I may have made that…”

“Me too,” Beck said quickly. The last thing she wanted from Jaroch was a sappy show of emotion. Getting attacked by J’Ter would be better. “Let’s just call it off.”

“Agreed,” Jaroch said.



“Russell?” Dillon called into another one of the buildings. He’d checked two other already and hadn’t found a thing except more babbling robots.

“In here, sir,” Russell’s voice shouted back from far inside the building. Dillon entered, his phaser ready. He found Russell in a small room near the back of the building. He was laying on his stomach on a long metal table while a robot that looked like some kind of giant spider crawled over his back. “This thing is great!” Russell exclaimed.

“What is it?” Dillon asked fearfully.

“It’s a massager! I’ve got to take this back to the ship with me. Can you imagine the dates I’d get with this little beauty sitting in my quarters?”

“I don’t think I want to,” Dillon replied, backing out of the room.



“A tourist attraction?” Captain Rydell said in disbelief.

“That’s right, sir,” Lieutenant Beck’s voice replied. “It’s kind of like Lookout Mountain in Tennessee. Except instead of being able to see seven other states you can see…”

“Vast emptiness,” Rydell finished.

“That is correct, sir,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch’s voice said.

“Good work, you two,” Rydell said. “See what else you can find. Secondprize out.”

“Sir, there’s a ship approaching our position from inside Multek space,” Lieutenant Craig Porter reported from the science station.

“On screen,” Rydell said, getting out of the command chair. The starfield image shifted to include a small but growing ship. It was approximately the length of the Secondprize, but it was shaped more like a sideways obelisk with vast wings extending from either side.

“It doesn’t match anything in Federation records,” Porter continued. “Our scans are having a hard time penetrating the ship.”

“Weapons?” Rydell asked.

“Nothing standard,” Hawkins reported. “They’re either unarmed or using something we’ve never seen before.”

“I’m not going to bet on the former,” Rydell said. “But we’ll give them the benefit of the doubt for now. Hail them, Hawkins.”

“But that’s not my job,” Hawkins said. “I have to watch the tactical board and…”

“Never mind!” Rydell snapped. Yeoman Tina Jones picked that exact moment to exit a turbolift. “Jones, take communications.”

“But I just need you to sign these…”

“Now, Jones,” Rydell said forcefully. Jones shrugged and walked back to the communications console behind and to the left of Rydell. “Hail the Multek ship.” Jones looked at the console confused. She tentatively hit a couple of buttons and hoped for the best. Suddenly, the image of a humanoid creature appeared on the screen. It had midnight blue hair, pale white skin, and red eyes. Rydell straightened his uniform and stepped forward.

“This is Captain Alexander Rydell of the Federation Starship Secondprize. We are a peaceful organization of planets dedicated to the exploration of the cosmos.”

“AAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” the alien screamed in horror. The communication was suddenly shut off.

“There’s some type of power surge building on their ship!” Hawkins shouted.

“Shields up!” Rydell said. A burst of blue energy lanced out from the Multek ship and slammed into the shields.

“Shields are down to sixty percent!” Hawkins said.

“Well, so much for that approach,” Rydell remarked.

“They’re moving away, sir,” Hawkins reported. “May I return fire?” Rydell could see that her finger was hovering over the phaser controls.

“No, Lieutenant. Lower shields and beam up the away team.”

“Vaughn to bridge,” the voice of Lieutenant Monica Vaughn, the Secondprize’s transporter chief, said suddenly.

“What is it, Lieutenant?” Rydell asked.

“I’ve lost the away team’s signal,” Vaughn said. “Something just snatched them off the planet’s surface!”

“Gee, I wonder who,” Rydell said softly as he watched the retreating ship growing smaller and smaller on the viewscreen.



Chapter Four



“Follow them, Larkin,” Captain Rydell ordered. “But keep a friendly distance. We don’t want the Multeks to do anything rash.”

“You mean like shoot at us and kidnap our people without any provocation,” Lieutenant Hawkins said.

“OK. We don’t want them to do anything ELSE rash. Is that better?” Rydell asked.

“Sorry, sir. I was just…”

“We’ll get them back, Lieutenant. Trust me,” Rydell said flashing her a confidant smile. “I want a briefing on the whole situation. I want sensor logs, transporter logs, the whole bit. The senior officers will meet in the observation lounge in ten minutes.”

“Uh…sir,” Porter ventured. “Why are we going in there? It’d be easier just to do it out here.”

“Look, Porter,” Rydell snapped. “We’ve barely been in that room the entire time I’ve been captain. Now, this time we’re going to use it, dammit. Is that clear?”

“Got it,” Porter said turning back to the science console.



“I’d really love to know what just happened,” Commander Dillon said as he stared at the steel-blue wall that just appeared in front of him.

“We’ve been moved!” Russell exclaimed.

“Please let me handle this part,” Jaroch said irritated. “Your observation, however astute, does not help us.” Jaroch began scanning their new surroundings with his tricorder. They were in a ten foot by ten foot metal room. One of the walls was open revealing a hallway. The border of this wall was glowing with a greenish light.

“This place looks uncomfortably like a brig,” Beck said. She tried to move her hand out into the hallway. A green barrier flashed into existence blocking her hand with a large blast of energy. “Yep, it is,” she gasped, holding her pained hand.

“My scans are being blocked somehow,” Jaroch reported. “I’m detecting life-forms, but I cannot discern their numbers or location.”

“That’s it,” Russell said, drawing his phaser. “I’m getting us out of here.”

“No!” Beck, Dillon, and Jaroch shouted, but it was too late. Russell fired at the invisible barrier, which deflected his phaser beam right back at him. He dove to the floor just in time to avoid having his head fried off. Unfortunately, he was too slow to save some of his hair. A three inch wide section of his black hair had been scorched off right down the middle of his scalp.

“You could try something sane before you pull out the phasers,” Dillon said. He tapped his commbadge. “Dillon to Secondprize.” An ear-piercing wail blasted through his badge. Dillon quickly hit the badge again to close the channel. “Well, I’m open to suggestions.”

“Yeah, me too,” Russell said.

“Get a clue,” Beck said.

“What?” Russell said.

“Just a suggestion.”

“The odds of escaping our confinement are very low,” Jaroch said. “Astronomically low. Impossibly low. We just cannot escape.”

“That bad, huh?” Dillon said. Jaroch just looked at him. “Oh.”

“Radical thought here, guys, but why don’t we try contacting whoever grabbed us?” Beck said.

“That would be the intelligent thing to do,” Jaroch said.

“Yes, why didn’t I think of that?” Dillon said.

“I think I just explained that, sir,” Jaroch said.

“I’m going to try to send a message out with the tricorder’s data transmission circuits,” Beck said as she recalibrated her tricorder. “Hopefully, our captors will be able to receive and understand it. If we’re real lucky, the Secondprize will get it and come save us.”

“When have we ever been that lucky?” Jaroch asked.



“All right, Lieutenant Porter,” Rydell said as he sat down in the plush chair at the head of the table in the observation lounge. “What have we got?” As he sat, a huge cloud of dust rose up from the chair engulfing the captain.

“You weren’t kidding that this room doesn’t get used much,” Porter said.

“No,” Rydell said with a cough. Porter, Hawkins, Vaughn, and Jones sat down carefully to avoid similar dust eruptions. Commander Scott Baird remained standing.

“Look,” Baird said before Porter could answer the captain. “This isn’t an engineering problem, so I don’t need to be here, right?”

“Scott, you’re a senior officer, so you have to sit through these briefings just like the rest of us,” Rydell replied.

“Yeah?! Well, I don’t see Dillon or Jaroch here!”

“They’ve kind of been kidnapped,” Rydell said, trying to remain calm. “That’s why we’re having this meeting in the first place. Now sit down!”

“Well, excuse the fuck out of me,” Baird said as he took his seat.

“Go ahead, Porter,” Rydell said.

“The Multek ship is constructed from an alloy that I do not recognize. We can’t get exact life-form readings, but I am estimating that there are at least four hundred persons aboard the vessel. The ship is using basic impulse engines. I cannot detect the materials generally associated with warp travel, but they may either be blocked from our scans, or they may have a totally different system.”

“So you haven’t found out a thing,” Rydell said.

“No.”

“What about the away team?” Hawkins asked.

“The may be over there, but I can’t locate them,” Porter replied. “For all we know they could be dead by now. The Multeks could have cut them open for experiments or just vaporized them straight off.” Hawkins’ fists tightened in anger.

“Thanks for the positive outlook there, Porter,” Rydell said. “Let’s go on the assumption that they’re still alive, O.K.? Lieutenant Hawkins, your report.” She glared at Porter one last time, then turned to the captain.

“The beam they hit us with was some type of subspace distortion ray,” Hawkins reported. “Our shield harmonics were such that most of the ray’s effect was deflected and the remainder was absorbed. The down side is that if they adjust the ray’s frequency so that more is absorbed, our shields will take more of a beating than they did this last time. If they can take out forty percent of our shields with only a fifth of their ray’s full power, a full power shot may destroy us.”

“Even more good news,” Rydell remarked. “Vaughn, what about their transporters?”

“I scanned the surface for transporter signatures, but the only ones I detected were ours. Whatever the away team was picked up with, it’s nothing like anything we have in our technology,” the transporter chief said.

“Perfect,” Rydell said. “How about you, Jones?”

“Well…I don’t really know anything about communications, so I really couldn’t tell you anything new,” Jones said. “On the bright side, the computer has perfected its Multek translation matrix, so we’ll have instantaneous communications through the universal translator.”

“That’s good at least,” Rydell said. “Well, it seems that we’re just going to have to muddle through on our own or hope that the away team manages to save itself.”

“Brilliant!” Baird said. “Can we leave now?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Rydell said. The briefing room cleared in a cloud of dust leaving the captain alone, lost in thought.



Chapter Five



Lieutenant Beck was the first to hear the humming noise outside of their cell. She glanced over at the other members of the away team. Dillon and Russell had fallen asleep, and Jaroch was staring at his tricorder and mumbling to himself. Beck picked herself up off the metal floor and tried to look out beyond the force field for the source of the hum. The corridor was empty. There were two more cells along the wall and a door at the far end of it, but there were no signs of life. The humming stopped, and the door at the far end of the hall slid open quietly. A deathly white humanoid with deep blue hair and eerie red eyes stepped into the corridor and approached their cell.

“Somebody’s coming,” Beck whispered urgently. “He’s got to be one of the Multeks.” Jaroch quickly stood up and kicked Dillon and Russell to awaken them. Commander Dillon cleared his throat, ran a hand through his hair, and straightened his uniform to prepare for their visitor.

“Try to keep him talking,” Jaroch said. “The longer he is down here, the better chance I’ll have of calibrating the tricorder to get through the force field and get a good scan of him.” The Multek stopped in front of their cell and stared in at them.”

“I am Commander Travis Michael Dillon of the Federation Starship Secondprize,” Dillon said, stepping toward their visitor. “This kidnapping is an extreme violation of Federation law and our right as individuals. Now I demand that you release us from this cell and return us to the Secondprize or the next available Federation-aligned ship in the vicinity.”

“You are not of the enclave,” the alien said. He seemed like he knew it to be true, but was just accepting it for the first time.

“Uh…no we aren’t,” Dillon said confused.

“But we’ll gladly join if you’ll let us out,” Russell added hopefully.

“But there are none outside of the enclave,” the Multek said. He seemed to be having some kind of debate within himself.

“Actually, there are many outside of the enclave,” Beck said kindly. She almost felt sorry for this Multek, and he was the one holding them prisoner. He seemed so lost and confused. “We represent an organization of many other races throughout the galaxy.”

“No! There are none, but the Multeks!!!” the Multek shouted. “You cannot and do not exist.”

“Then how do you explain us?” Dillon asked.

“You are a hallucination.”

“So, you’re using up power to keep some hallucinations in the brig,” Dillon said.

“I must declare myself unfit for duty,” the Multek said, shaking his head. “I have lost my sense of reality.”

“You’re telling us,” Russell said.

“I must go now, my imaginary prisoners.” The Multek turned and trudged sadly back down the corridor.

“Were you able to get a reading, Jaroch?” Beck asked.

“Most definitely,” Jaroch replied. “Since I knew what I was trying to scan, I was able to adjust the tricorder’s scanning frequencies until I negated the effects of the force field.”

“What did you scan for?” Beck asked. “They’re completely alien to us.”

“The movement of his mouth when he spoke,” Jaroch replied smugly.

“Great,” Dillon said, thoroughly disinterested on how it was done. “What did you find out?”

“Well, the entire ship is surrounded by some kind of dampening field which prevents scans from penetrating the ship,” Jaroch reported. “The force field in this cell has the same effect, but it also jams all normal communications traffic and deflects phaser fire.” Russell involuntarily felt the new bald streak on the top of his head.

“Well, that explains why they didn’t take any of our stuff. But the important question is can we get out of here?” Beck asked.

“I believe so,” Jaroch replied. “If we set the phasers to the frequency which I used to scan outside of the field, they should be enough to hyper-energize the field. This will cause the field generators to overload and, most likely, shut down.”

“What do you mean most likely?” Dillon demanded.

“There is also a chance that the overload will cause them to explode, killing us all instantly.”

“Lovely,” Beck muttered.

“Is that our only option?” Russell asked.

“No,” Jaroch said. “We could also just sit and wait until we rot until unrecognizable hunks of flesh and bone.”

“Oh,” Dillon said. “In that case, what frequency do we set the phasers to?

“I had a feeling that you would see it my way,” Jaroch said.



“Report, Kroll,” the captain of the Multek ship barked as Kroll entered the bridge after returning from the brig.

“The imaginary ones are still there, Captain Wuddle,” Kroll said.

“You mean that you think you saw imaginary beings in the brig,” the ship’s science officer said. Kroll fell silent as he tried to work things out.

“Yes…I thought that I imagined having a hallucination of beings who don’t exist in our brig, and I also didn’t really have a conversation with them because they aren’t really there and couldn’t have made me hear what I thought I imagined that I heard …I think.”

Suddenly, alarms blared across the bridge. The Multek science officer rushed back to his console to see what was happening.

“Captain! The ship is imagining that the unreal ones that we think we might be hallucinating as existing in our brig just pretended to overload the brig force field. I am now imagining that the illusionary aliens are entering the transport shaft!”

“Where are they pretending to go?” Captain Wuddle demanded.

“The ship thinks that the imaginary ones are headed toward the craft in the landing bay.”

“They have to go through the passenger area to get there! There’ll be chaos! Quick, Kroll, go stop them…or pretend to stop them…whatever!”

“But, Captain,” Kroll said. “I have seen the imaginary ones. I must be suffering from hallucinations and am, therefore, unfit for duty.”

“I don’t care. Go stop the imaginary ones from going near the passengers!”

Kroll turned and rushed back into the transport shaft. He wondered if his blaster would have any effect on imaginary beings. Sometimes, being the ship’s security officer just wasn’t a great job.

“Send a message back to Multos informing them of our situation,” Captain Wuddle ordered after Kroll had left. He was just the captain of a passenger liner. Imaginary beings were the military’s problem, not his.



“How much farther, Jaroch?” Commander Dillon asked as they exited the Multek version of a turbolift and began walking down a long hallway.

“The shuttlebay is at the end of this corridor,” Jaroch replied, looking at his tricorder.

“What about these doors?” Russell asked referring to the long rows of red doors lining either side of the steel grey hallway.

“They appear to be quarters,” Jaroch said. “Each is occupied by at least one Multek.”

“In other words, let’s move fast and quietly,” Dillon said, darting ahead at a brisk jog.

“Die, imaginary ones!” Kroll shouted suddenly as he dove out of a transport shaft in front of the away team. He was pointing some type of weapon at them.

“Well, so much for doing this quietly,” Beck remarked.

“What do you mean, die?” Dillon asked. “If we’re not real, you can’t kill us.” Kroll stopped to think, allowing his weapon to drop a bit.

“Oh yeah, well…how about disappear imaginary ones?” Kroll asked.

“How about not?” Russell said. He dove forward, catching Kroll in the stomach with his bald spot. They fell to the deck, wrestling for control of Kroll’s weapon. Suddenly, a door opened to their right. Russell and Kroll looked over and saw a Multek child with his mother.

“What’s that, Mommy?” the child asked pointing at Russell and Kroll.

“It’s not polite to point at things that don’t exist,” the mother replied and herded her child back inside their quarters. Kroll took advantage of the distraction to pull away from Russell. He put his weapon against Russell’s head and slowly stood up.

“Ha! I have you now, illusionary alien type being!” He was immediately struck by three phaser beams as Dillon, Jaroch, and Beck fired.

“Grab him,” Dillon ordered. “Hopefully, the Multeks will be a little less willing to blast us out of space if we’ve got one of their own people with us.”

“Sir, I doubt that kidnapping one of their people is going to help us win the Multeks’ friendship,” Jaroch said.

“Why?” Beck asked. “We don’t exist to them, remember. This Multek will just be going on a little trip with four of his imaginary friends.”

“You are just saying that to disagree with me,” Jaroch said annoyed.

“Maybe,” Beck replied with a grin. They walked off down the hall while Russell, struggling under the weight of Kroll, tried to keep up.



“I think that I have an idea, Captain,” Lieutenant Porter said from the science station. “It’s a bit of a longshot, though.”

“Anything would be useful right now,” Captain Rydell replied as he got out of the command chair and headed back to Porter’s station. “What have you got?”

“The dampening field blocking the Multek ship from our scans must be set to a particular frequency.”

“Just like our shields are.”

“Exactly. Now if we could find the frequency of the Multeks’ field, we could overload it with the phasers,” Porter said.

“So how do we find the frequency?”

“I’m not sure, sir, but if we did it would definitely get their attention.”

“Yes, but what do we do when they start firing back at us?” Lieutenant Hawkins said from her position at the tactical console.

“That may not be a problem,” Captain Rydell replied. Hawkins could see a familiar glint in his eye. He had an idea. “Just get me that frequency, Porter.” He walked back down to the command chair and looked out at the Multek ship in front of them.



Chapter Six



Dillon, Jaroch, Beck, and Russell looked at the Multek shuttlepod in shock.

“Please tell me this isn’t happening,” Dillon said.

“I wish that it wasn’t, sir,” Beck said. She walked around the small pod one more time. “How many of us do you think it can fit?”

“Two. Three if someone is really wedged in,” Jaroch replied.

“I can’t believe that a ship this big only has one shuttle,” Dillon said.

“Well, unless you feel like going out and looking for another one, I suggest that you believe it,” Jaroch said.

“Jaroch, you and Beck go back to the ship with this Multek,” Dillon ordered gesturing at Kroll’s unconscious body. “Russell and I will take care of things over here.”

“We will?” Russell asked in alarm.

“Sir, I think I have an idea,” Beck said. “I’d like to stay here.”

“Fine with me. Jaroch, you just make sure that you get the force field frequency back to the Secondprize.”

“Aye, sir,” Jaroch said. He and Russell shoved Kroll into the small shuttle pod, then pushed their way in beside him. A minute later, the shuttle lifted off and exited the landing bay into space.

“Well, Lieutenant, I hope this plan of yours is a real good one because there’s about four hundred of them and two of us,” Dillon said.”

“Actually, I thought that we’d just go take over the bridge,” Beck replied. Dillon laughed weakly.

“No, seriously, what’s your plan?”

“That’s it.”

“Oh god.”



“Captain, there’s a small craft leaving the Multek ship,” Hawkins reported.

“How many people on board?” Rydell asked.

“I’m reading a Yynsian, a human, and one unknown,” Porter said.

“Can we get a tractor beam on them?”

“Not yet, sir,” Hawkins said.

“Ensign Larkin, bring us into range,” Rydell ordered the helm officer. “Hawkins, keep an eye on the Multeks’ power levels. I want some warning if they’re going to fire”

“The shuttle is moving erratically,” Hawkins said.

“Are they damaged?” Rydell asked.

“Not that I can tell, sir.”

“There must some type of struggle going on over there,” Rydell said. “Increase speed, Ensign.”



“Russell, move your arm!”

“That’s not my arm.”

“Then move his arm. I am trying to fly over here.”

“I’m sorry, sir, there’s just no room.”

“It is wedged under my gluteus maximus.”

“You’re what.”

“My ass, you fool! Now move it!”

“Yes, sir. I’ll try.”



“Captain Wuddle, the imaginary ship is moving closer to us. Shall I fire?” the helm officer said.

“Fire at what? There’s nothing out there,” the science officer said.

“But we fired earlier,” the helm officer insisted.

“That was a rash mistake,” Captain Wuddle said. “It’s not good for us to give into our hallucinations. We’ll leave the imaginary ship alone.” Suddenly, the transport shaft doors opened, and Dillon and Beck walked out onto the Multek bridge.

“Don’t mind us,” Dillon said waving at the bridge crew.

“Just pretend we’re not here,” Beck added with a laugh.

“Captain, the imaginary ones have entered the bridge,” the science officer reported.

“I can see that… I mean, I am hallucinating that as well,” the captain replied.

“Should we take action?”

“Against who? There’s no one here,” Captain Wuddle said. Dillon walked in front of him and stuck his tongue out at him.

“Naah naah, you can’t get me,” Dillon taunted.

“For instance, no one is sticking their tongue out at me,” the captain said, anger growing in his voice.

“Get to work, sir,” Beck said.

“Right,” Dillon replied. He moved over to the front of the helm console, right in front of the exasperated helm officer. Dillon waved at him a bit then punched a couple of buttons. The helm officer quickly moved to rectify what Dillon had done.

“Captain, I’m imagining that someone is messing with my console,” the helm officer said.

“Ignore it,” the captain said, his voice quivering. “Just remember, there’s no one here.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Captain!” the science officer suddenly shouted. “The imaginary vessel has captured the escaped shuttle with an illusionary tractor beam.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Dillon said. “It’s nothing.”

“Have you found the field controls yet?” Beck asked.

“No.”

“The imaginary ones are after our shields,” the science officer said alarmed.

“I heard,” Captain Wuddle said. “Get them!”

“But, sir, you said they don’t exist,” the helm officer said.

“I’m making an exception this time.”

“Uh, Beck…I think we may have a problem,” Dillon said, backing up to the rear of the bridge. The Multeks each leveled a nasty-looking ray gun at Dillon and Beck.

“I think you’re right,” Beck said, backing up next to him. They were soon pinned against the wall with three angry Multeks ready to shoot them whether they were imaginary or not.



Jaroch ran onto the bridge at full speed. He shoved Porter out of his chair at the science station and sat down to work.

“Welcome back, Jaroch,” Rydell said. Jaroch just grunted and worked at a furious pace. “May I ask what you’re doing?”

“Not right now. I’ll tell you in a second.”



“Look, we’re not real,” Beck said. “You’ve already said that we have to be hallucinations. Why don’t you just let us go on our imaginary way? I mean, it’s not like you can hurt us.” She laughed weakly.

“That may be so, but we’ll let the military find that out. For now, I just want to prove to myself that I’m hallucinating all of this,” Captain Wuddle said.

“How are you going to do that?” Dillon asked.

“By destroying your imaginary ship out there.”



“Captain, there’s another power surge building on the Multek ship!” Hawkins shouted.

“Evasive maneuvers!” Rydell ordered. Larkin steered the Secondprize out of the path of the Multeks’ weapon just before it fired. “Jaroch, if you’ve got some miracle planned, I’d really like to know about it.”

“They’re moving to pursue!” Hawkins said.

“Keep us out of the way of their gun,” Rydell said.

“Aye, sir,” Larkin replied.



“We missed!” the Multek helm officer said. He had gone back to his station to destroy the Secondprize while the captain and science officer covered Dillon and Beck.

“Impossible!” Captain Wuddle exclaimed.

“They’re moving away.”

“Go after them!” Wuddle shouted, turning to look at the helm officer. Beck took that opportunity to leap forward at Wuddle. The science officer just stared at her in shock until Dillon’s fist collided with the side of his face. The helm officer drew his weapon and fired blindly toward the back of the bridge while he tried to steer the ship with his other hand.



On the Secondprize’s viewscreen, the Multek ship started to wobble strangely. Rydell normally would have contacted them to see if they needed any assistance, but the subspace disturbances being fired at the Secondprize were deterring him.

“There!” Jaroch said. “Lieutenant Hawkins, the phasers have been recalibrated to the frequency of the Multeks’ force field. You may fire when ready.”

“It would have been a hell of a lot quicker if you’d just told me the frequency,” Hawkins said.

“Yes, but it would not have been nearly as dramatic,” Jaroch replied.

“All right!” Rydell said, happy to finally be able to take the offensive. “Larkin, go to three quarters impulse and head back for Edgeworld.”



Captain Wuddle and the science officer had recovered enough to fight back against Dillon and Beck’s attack, allowing the helm officer to return his full attention to flying the ship.

“Captain, the imaginary ship is increasing speed. Shall I pursue?” the helm officer asked as the Secondprize started to zoom away.

“Of course, you fool!” Captain Wuddle shouted. Beck kicked him in the stomach just as he finished the last word causing him to double over in pain. She shot her foot toward his head, but just before it hit, his armed lashed out and grabbed her leg. He threw her off balance, then tackled her to the deck. Dillon had pushed the science officer back against a console when the Multek suddenly grabbed a cup off of the console and flung its hot contents in Dillon’s face. He screamed and fell backwards, clutching his burned nose and cheeks. The science officer rushed Dillon as soon as he hit the ground. Dillon kicked his legs out, catching him in the stomach. The science officer fell back against the console, gasping for breath. Noticing his dropped blaster on the floor, he dove forward and grabbed it. Keeping it carefully trained on Dillon, he stood back up.

“Freeze or your friend dies!” the science officer told Beck. Beck stopped in mid-punch and looked at the science officer. He definitely looked serious. In a way, this was a good thing. She could get rid of Dillon. But then what? They’d probably just kill her too. She lowered her fists and allowed herself to be herded against the back wall with Dillon.

“I’m getting a distinct feeling of deja vu,” Dillon said.

“No kidding,” Beck replied.



“We are coming up on Edgeworld now, sir,” Larkin reported.

“The Multeks are right behind us,” Hawkins said. As if to punctuate the point, the Multek ship fired another distortion. This one grazed the top of the shields and shook the entire ship.

“That’s enough of that,” Rydell said. “Ensign, go to full impulse and make a tight orbit of Edgeworld bringing us up underneath the Multek ship. Hawkins, be ready with those phasers.”

The Secondprize shot forward and looped around Edgeworld before the Multek ship had a chance to even react.

“Fire!” Rydell shouted as the bottom of the Multek ship grew on the viewscreen. The Secondprize let loose a full barrage of phaser fire, then flew past the Multek ship. The Multeks’ force field flickered with the energy being pumped into it by the phasers. Then, it flashed brightly and disappeared. “Bridge to transporter room.”

“Vaughn here.”

“Get the away team out of there!” Hawkins shouted before Rydell could even give the order.

“I was going to say that, you know,” Rydell said.

“Sorry, sir,” Hawkins said.

“Beam back the away team and send our Multek visitor home,” Rydell said.

“Aye, sir. Energizing,” Vaughn’ voice said.



Dillon and Beck materialized on the transporter pad and immediately slumped to the deck in relief.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Dillon said.

“Yeah, one more second, and we would have been little burn marks on the floor,” Beck added.

“Glad I could help,” Vaughn said.

“Rydell to Dillon,” the captain’s voice said, breaking into their conversation.

“Dillon here.”

“Are you and Beck alright, Number One?”

“Yes, sir, but I recommend that we get the hell out of here. That was evidently some kind of passenger liner, and they’ve called in the Multek military.”

“Understood. Rydell out.”

Dillon and Beck picked themselves up off of the floor and trudged out of the transporter room. The main thing that both of them wanted right then was a nap.



Chapter Seven



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 50220.4. After informing Starfleet Command about our experience with the Multeks, the Secondprize has been ordered to return to Starbase 219 for a complete debriefing. Oh well, so much for our deep space exploration. I would like to commend Commander Dillon, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, Lieutenant Russell, and Lieutenant Beck for their handling of the Multek situation. Lieutenant Beck deserves special commendation. Not only did she decipher the Multek language, but she also played an instrumental role in saving the away team.”



Lieutenant Beck, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, and Captain Rydell sat at a table in Seven Backward enjoying a few drinks and discussing the events of the last couple of days.

“That really was exemplary work, Lieutenant,” Captain Rydell said. “Starfleet is going to have to reward you in some way.”

“Yeah yeah,” Jaroch said unenthusiastically.

“Do I detect a hint of bitterness?” Beck said smiling.

“I sincerely hope so,” Jaroch replied.

“Now, Jaroch, jealousy is so unbecoming,” Rydell said.

“So is a broken nose,” Jaroch said.

“What do you mean, Mr. Temper-tantrum?” Rydell asked mockingly. Jaroch’s arm lanced out, grabbed Rydell’s head, and slammed his face into the table.

“I’ve really got to stop coming in here,” Rydell mumbled. “It’s just not safe.”

At a table on the other side of the lounge, Commander Dillon and Lieutenant Hawkins were having dinner. Dillon had been watching the crew’s worshipping of Beck with disgust.

“She didn’t do that much,” Dillon said.

“Can’t you just let her enjoy some glory?” Hawkins said. “Is your ego that fragile?”

“Well…”

“You’re the first officer of this ship, and she’s just the communications officer. She doesn’t get many opportunities like this.”

“I know. I’m sorry, Patricia. She did really help get us out of that mess,” Dillon said. “But it’s not like she did it alone.”

“We all know that,” Hawkins said. “You, Jaroch, and Sean did your jobs. She went beyond hers, though.”

“You’re right. She did.” Dillon fell silent and stared out the window. “But I risked my life over there, too,” he said finally. “And no one cared.”

“I did.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, if you got killed, who would I go fight with in the holodeck?” she replied. He looked at her to see if she was serious.

“Thanks,” Dillon said finally. “It’s nice to know I was missed.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Hawkins said smiling.



INTERMISSION:



The Directive



Chapter Eight



As soon as the Secondprize arrived at Starbase 219, Captain Rydell was informed that Admiral Thomas Wagner was waiting at the starbase to debrief the crew.

Less than an hour after their arrival, the Secondprize senior officers as well as those involved in the Multek incident had assembled in the now dusted and cleaned Secondprize observation lounge to meet with Wagner.

“I just can’t get away from this ship,” Wagner said as he walked into the room.

“Common problem,” Lieutenant Beck muttered under her breath.

“Now then, it would seem that you all have put the proverbial foot into it again,” Wagner continued. “This Multek bunch don’t appear to be a very nice group.”

“Our initial contact would suggest that they are not open to the usual diplomatic overtures,” Dillon said.

“Very astute observation, Commander,” Wagner said. “How long did you spend rehearsing it?”

Dillon opened his mouth to reply, but quickly shut it again and looked down at the table.

“Admiral,” Captain Rydell said. “I realize that our first contact wasn’t very successful, but that doesn’t mean that there isn’t hope for relations. Lieutenant Beck has worked out a translation program that’s almost perfect. On top of that, the time that she, Dillon, Jaroch, and Russell spent on the Multek ship has given us valuable insight into their mindset, their culture, and their weapons.”

“Yes, you discovered that they’re close-minded, xenophobic, and trigger-happy. None of which are exactly good signs,” Wagner replied.

“But we can’t just run away and avoid them,” Beck said.

“I can assure you that Starfleet has no intention of running, Lieutenant,” Wagner said. “In fact, we are going to establish a Federation presence in that sector as soon as possible.”

“What kind of presence?” Rydell asked.

“A space station,” Wagner said. “It will be a waystation for ships heading out into the unexplored areas and will also defend the area from any Multek aggression.”

“How are you going to get a station there in any kind of time?” Rydell asked. “These things take years.”

“Not this time, Captain. We expect to have Waystation operational within the next fourteen days.”

“Fourteen days! You’ve got to be kidding!” Rydell said. “You can’t even get personnel transferred here that quickly.”

“The personnel is already here,” Wagner said. “I’m pulling most of it from your crew.” Rydell clenched his fists and resisted the urge not to slam Wagner into the nearest bulkhead.

“My crew,” Rydell seethed. “We’re short-handed as it is. We don’t even have a Chief Medical Officer yet.”

“Not to worry. Your new one is on the way, and we are only taking a few of your current crew.”

“Who?” Rydell asked angrily.

“Well, I want Lieutenant Sean Russell for head of station security. Lieutenant Craig Porter for operations and science officer. Yeoman Tina Jones for liaison officer. Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales for the first officer. And…”

“Who’s going to be in command?” Dillon asked anxiously. This could be it: his big break.

“Someone who has served this crew well time and time again, especially during the Multek crisis: Lieutenant… make that Commander Lisa Beck.”

“What?!?” Dillon, Jaroch, and Beck shouted in unison.

“Her!” Jaroch exclaimed.

“What about me?” Dillon shouted.

“Yeah, what about him?” Beck said. “Let him charge suicidally into a dangerous sector.”

“Commander Beck, Waystation is your new post. You have no choice,” Wagner said. “You will report to temporary quarters on the starbase immediately, so that you may supervise the construction of the station.”

“What about us?” Lieutenant Porter asked.

“You, Lieutenant Russell, Lieutenant Commander Morales, and Yeoman Jones are to take a runabout to Bracktia Prime to pick up your station’s chief medical officer, Dr. Amelia Nelson.”

“Wait a minute,” Rydell said. “They get a doctor before we do. We’re about to head out again. We need a CMO.”

“You won’t be going anywhere for the next two weeks,” Wagner said. “It’s about time the Secondprize had a refit herself. You and Commander Baird will stay here to supervise that.”

“What do you mean stay here?” Dillon asked. “You make it sound like the rest of us are going somewhere.”

“The engineering crew will stay to help with the refit,” Wagner replied. “Most of the rest of the crew will be granted leave.”

“That’s fine with me,” Dillon said, leaning back in his chair smiling.

“You aren’t included in that group, Commander Dillon,” Wagner said. “I have a mission for you, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, and Lieutenant Hawkins.”

“Admiral, don’t you have anyone else to send around other than my crew?” Rydell said. The irritation in his voice was apparent.

“At the moment, no,” Wagner replied. “You all are in luck.”

“Great,” Hawkins said sarcastically.

“What is our mission?” Jaroch asked.

“Well, my sister Debbie was contracted by Starfleet to create a kind of memorial to great Starfleet leaders. She’s finished the project, but no one from Starfleet has had time to go to check the place out and bring back a report. Jaroch, I want you to check on the scientific stability of the place. Hawkins, you check out the security safeguards. And Dillon, you find out whether the kids will like it. That should be right on your level.”

“What kind of place is this?” Hawkins asked.

“We aren’t sure,” Wagner said. “Debbie’s being real secretive about this one. She says it’s going to be great though. I just want to be sure. Standard procedure states that I need to send a team to check out any Starfleet installation. You guys are it. You leave in the morning. Dismissed.”

“Admiral Wagner…” Rydell began.

“Dismissed. There’s nothing to discuss.” The crew filed out of the conference room except for Rydell and Wagner.

“Tom, what the hell is going on?” Rydell asked.

“I’m sorry, Alex. This is what Starfleet Command wants. I am obliged to deliver their orders,” Wagner said. “I apologize for snapping at you a second ago, but there was no point in debating this in front of your crew. There’s nothing to debate.”

“But, you’re breaking up my crew. I’ve been serving with these people for the last three years. I would have liked some notice.”

“You’re getting Dillon, Jaroch, and Hawkins back. As for the others, I think it’s time that they moved on in their careers. The Secondprize is fine, but there’s really no place for them to go here.”

“Well, I can’t fault Command for their choices. Beck will make a great commander.”

“We think so, too,” Wagner said.

“Come on. Let’s go down to Seven Backward. After all this, I could use a drink,” Rydell said with a weak smile.

“Sounds good, Captain. You’re buying.” Wagner replied as the two men walked out of the conference room.



ACT II:



THE DIVISION



Chapter Nine



Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales noticed the flashing message icon on his viewscreen the moment he walked into his quarters. He’d just finished his shift in the shuttlebay, where he was the chief of all shuttlebay operations on board the Secondprize. His job was to be invisible. If anyone noticed him, it was usually because something was wrong with a shuttle or something had not gotten done. Neither of those things happened very much, which suited Morales just fine. He didn’t like getting involved with the command structure if he could avoid it. Managing shuttlebays was all the responsibility he ever wanted.

Morales had quite happily risen through the ranks without anyone trying to force him into any real command positions. He was now one of only eight lieutenant commander’s on the ship, which put him somewhere in the top ten of ranks on the whole ship. If something were ever to happen to Rydell, Dillon, Jaroch, and all of the other lieutenant commanders, he’d be in command of the ship. It wasn’t something he worried about too much, though. Things like that just didn’t happen. He was safe tucked away in his shuttlebay. Flying shuttles was all he’d wanted to do when he joined Starfleet anyway. There was something about being in a vehicle that small travelling through space that made him feel closer to the whole experience.

Morales stared at the blinking message icon for a moment trying to figure out who would have left it. Anyone on the ship would have just contacted him on his commbadge, and his parents weren’t scheduled to comm him for another week. That was unless something had happened. Morales ran over to his desk console and activate the message playback system. The face of a young man in a Starfleet uniform filled the screen.

“Lieutenant Commander Morales, my name is Lieutenant James Terris. I am the refit supervisor for Starbase 219. By order of Starfleet Command, I have the honor of informing you that you have been transferred to the new Starfleet Waystation to be established near Multek space, where you will assume the post of first officer. Congratulations. Your first assignment is to retrieve your station’s chief medical officer from Bracktia Prime. You are to leave by runabout tomorrow morning at 0600 hours. The rest of your team will meet you in the Secondprize’s main shuttlebay. Starfleet out.” Lieutenant Terris’ face was replaced by the blue and white seal of the Federation.

Morales fell back into his desk chair. This was so much worse than he could have possibly imagined. First officer. He was going to be a first officer. So much from hiding from command.



“Leave immediately,” Commander Dillon grumbled as he and Lieutenant Hawkins entered Shuttlebay Two carrying his travel case. “Admiral Wagner could have at least let us wait until tomorrow morning.”

“Really. I can’t see how going to look at some damn amusement park is that vital,” Hawkins said.

“I see that we all agree on the relative importance of this mission,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch said from by the shuttlecraft they were to depart in. “I protest being used for such menial tasks.”

“Sorry, Jaroch,” Hawkins said. “You can’t save the universe every day.”

“I know, but there is a serious situation developing with the Multek Enclave. I should be analyzing their technology, not testing kiddie rides.”

“Hey, we don’t even know what’s at this place yet,” Dillon said. “There might not be any kiddie rides at all.”

“If you’re trying to help, Travis, stop it,” Hawkins said.

“Gotcha,” Dillon said. The shuttlebay doors opened, and Ensign Andrea Carr walked in.

“What are you doing here?” Jaroch asked.

“I’m your pilot,” Carr replied. “Is everyone ready to go?”

“Go?” Hawkins said. “We haven’t been told where we’re supposed to be going to.”

“I have,” Carr replied.

“Well… where are we going?” Jaroch asked.

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you, sir,” Carr said.

“We outrank you, Ensign,” Dillon said angrily.

“And Admiral Wagner outranks all of you. He ordered me not to tell you where we are going. He wants you to be totally objective about his sister’s project,” Carr said.

“What’s that got to do with knowing where we’re going?” Hawkins asked.

“The admiral felt that the planet’s name might color your opinion.”

“What? That’s insane,” Dillon said.

“Orders are orders. Now, please get in the shuttle. We have a long flight ahead of us,” Carr said. She pushed past the three officers and entered the shuttle to start her pre-flight check.

“I’m liking this trip less and less all the time,” Hawkins said.

“Tell me about it,” Dillon and Jaroch said in unison.



Commander Lisa Beck was busy packing up her belongings when she heard her door chime.

“Come in,” she said as she put her Idorian gas sculpture carefully into a box. The door whooshed open.

“Am I disturbing you?” Captain Rydell asked. Beck finished packing the sculpture and turned to her former captain.

“Not at all, sir,” Beck said. “What can I do for you?” Rydell walked over to her replicator.

“Two cherry icees,” he ordered. The two drinks appeared in a bluish flurry of molecules. Rydell picked up the drinks and handed one to Beck. “I came by to wish you luck, Lieutenant…excuse me, Commander.”

“Thank you, sir,” Beck replied after taking a sip of her icee. “It still hasn’t quite sunk in yet.”

“It won’t until you’re standing in the station operations center with an entire crew around you waiting for your commands,” Rydell said. “It’s a strange experience, but very…rewarding.”

“You sound a bit hesitant about that.”

“Well, the Secondprize is my first command, and it hasn’t exactly been all that I expected. This crew is nothing like anything I heard about at the Academy,” Rydell said.

“I think the word you’re looking for is eclectic,” Beck replied smiling.

“Whatever the word, they’re still my crew, and I hate to lose any of them. Especially someone like you, Beck. You’ve been a real asset to this ship. We’re going to miss you.”

“Thank you, Captain. I’ve really enjoyed serving under you. I’m going to miss you, too. I can’t say that about everyone on board.”

“Well, I hope your new command gives you what you’ve been looking for.”

“What do you mean?” Beck asked.

“I heard about your dissatisfaction with your position,” Rydell replied. “I can’t say that I blame you. You needed something like this to happen. I’m very happy for you.”

“That means a lot, sir.”

“Well then, now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, how about some dinner?” Rydell asked attempting to lighten the mood. “It seems that we’re going to be stuck on the starbase for the next two weeks anyway. We might as well make the most of it.”

“Sounds good, sir.”

“Great. I’ll meet you in the starbase lounge in two hours,” Rydell said. “I can give you some command tips.”

“I’ll take any advice you can give me. See you then, sir,” Beck said. Rydell walked out of the quarters leaving Beck alone. She took a look around the rooms that had been her home for the last three years and felt some regret pulling at her. Was she actually going to miss this place? The weirdness, the idiocy, the craziness. The Secondprize was…unique to say the least.



“Commander,” Jaroch mumbled from the rear of the shuttlecraft.

“What?” Dillon said.

“Commander.”

“What?”

“Commander.”

“What?!”

“Commander.”

“WHAT!?!” Dillon screamed.

“I was not talking to you,” Jaroch said.

“You’ve been saying commander over and over for the last couple of minutes,” Dillon said. “Who were you talking to if you weren’t talking to me?”

“No one. I was just thinking about Lieutenant Beck’s promotion.”

“Annoying, isn’t it?” Dillon said. “I can’t believe that Starfleet would look over me for that position.”

“There were other choices as well,” Jaroch said.

“Who?”

“Me!” Jaroch shouted.

“Oh yeah,” Dillon said. “Sorry. Well, I guess we both got shafted.”

“If this an attempt to establish a friendly camaraderie with me, please stop. It is making me angry.”

“Oh.” Dillon stood up and moved to the front row of seats in the shuttle next to Lieutenant Hawkins. “Jaroch seems a bit on edge.”

“Really, why?”

“He’s jealous that Beck got promoted instead of him.”

“I AM NOT JEALOUS!” Jaroch screamed.

“See what I mean,” Dillon said. Dillon’s unconscious body his the floor a second later after experiencing a forceful collision between it and Jaroch’s foot.

“And you actually like him?” Jaroch said to Hawkins.

“He’s not all bad,” she replied as she tried to pull Dillon back up into a seat.

“That may be; however, I hope that you and Commander Dillon are not pursuing a relationship at any level higher than platonic friendship,” Jaroch said.

“We’re just friends,” Hawkins said. “But what if we were more? What would be the big deal?”

“Well, aside from making me violently ill, it would be potentially dangerous for you.”

“What?”

“You have thus far only dealt with the commander in small doses,” Jaroch replied. “A romantic entanglement would require that you spend much more time together, which could lead to you killing him.”

“What Travis and I do is our business. If I want to be friends with him or date him, it’s for me to say.”

“But, Lieutenant…”

“But nothing!” Hawkins shouted. “I can sleep with him if I want to! Got it!”

“Is there something going on back there I should know about?” Ensign Carr asked from the cockpit.

“NO!” Hawkins shouted. “Just fly the damn ship!”

“Excuse me for asking!” Carr shouted back angrily.

“I take it that this is not open for discussion,” Jaroch said.

“No. Go back to wallowing in self-pity over Lisa getting promoted over you,” Hawkins said.

“Thank you for reminding me. I just wanted to prevent you from going where Commander Baird and Lieutenant Sullivan have gone before.” Jaroch said.

“What are you talking about?”

“I believe that my meaning is clear enough,” Jaroch said.

“What happened?” Dillon asked groggily as he rubbed the back of his head.

“Turbulence,” Jaroch said.

“Is everyone alright?”

“Just peachy,” Jaroch said. “I will be returning to my meditations now, Commander. You can continue being sickening with Lieutenant Hawkins.”

“How long have I been out of it?” Dillon asked confused.

“About thirty years,” Jaroch said. “And you will continue to be so for the foreseeable future.”

“I get the distinct feeling that I was better off unconscious,” Dillon said.

“And so were we,” Jaroch snapped.

“Speak for yourself,” Hawkins said. She grabbed Dillon and kissed him.

“I am going to be sick,” Jaroch said as he ran to the bathroom at the back of the shuttle.

“Patricia,” Dillon said. “What was…?”

“Nothing. Never mind. Just sit there and rest your head,” Hawkins said.

Dillon’s mind was starting to overload. Events had lost all coherence from the moment he’d regained consciousness, and he wasn’t happy about it. On top of that, his head was killing him. Hawkins moved up to the cockpit with Carr without saying another word to him, and Jaroch was in the bathroom suffering from some mysterious illness.

What the hell was going on? This mission was just getting worse and worse by the second. Except for the kiss, of course. That was nice and unexpected. Did Hawkins mean that or was it done for Jaroch’s benefit? Was she trying to make Jaroch jealous? Had she been seeing him without Dillon knowing it? If she had, it was certainly within her rights, since she and Dillon were just friends, but he had hoped that maybe one day she’d like him. So much for that. Patricia and Jaroch. The thought of it was making Dillon’s head hurt even more. He stretched out across the seats and tried to go to sleep. Patricia and Jaroch. This was not the way he had pictured things going. He drifted off to sleep with images of a wedding filling his head, a wedding where Patricia married Jaroch while Dillon could only stand by and watch.



Chapter Ten



Admiral Thomas Wagner spotted his quarry the moment he walked into the starbase lounge. Captain Rydell and Commander Beck were sitting together over by the viewports. Perfect. He could get all of this out at once.

“Come on, Terris,” Wagner said to the lieutenant who had come in with him. They walked over to Rydell and Beck’s table.

“Oh boy,” Rydell muttered upon spotting Wagner and Terris heading toward them. “I bet this is more good news.”

“Good evening, Captain, Commander,” Wagner said smiling. “Mind if we join you?”

“Not at all,” Rydell said, trying to sound happy to see them.

“Good.” Wagner and Terris sat down, and Terris put a small holoprojector on the table. “Alex, Lisa, this is Lieutenant James Terris. He’s the refit supervisor on board this starbase. Brilliant mind and a top notch officer. Terris will be handling the construction of Waystation and the Secondprize refit.”

“I thought that Commander Baird was handling the Secondprize refit,” Rydell said.

“He’ll be reporting to me,” Terris replied.

“Oh, he’s going to love that,” Beck said.

“James, show them the designs,” Wagner said. Terris reached forward and activated the holoprojector. Instantly, the image of…something appeared in the space over the table. Beck wasn’t sure what it was, but she had the sinking feeling that it was going to be her command.

“This is Waystation,” Terris said. Waystation appeared to be nothing more than two saucer sections from a couple of old Enterprise class starships joined by a thin tube. There were four docking modules protruding from the sides of the top saucer, and a smaller tube rose up from where the top saucer’s bridge should have been. One top of that tube, was a slowly rotating room. “Due to the necessity of getting this station operational as quickly as possible, we have constructed it completely out of pre-existing materials.”

“You mean you threw some obsolete junk together,” Beck said. “The saucer sections alone have to be seventy years old.”

“Yes, but they’re still in tip top shape,” Terris said. “The upper saucer will be the docking saucer. Besides the docking modules, it will have cargo areas, supply depots, space for shops and recreational facilities, and the operations center.”

“Is that the rotating thing on top?” Beck asked afraid that she already knew the answer.

“Yes,” Terris replied. “We were most fortunate to find an old rotating restaurant that fit our space needs perfectly.”

“Oh God,” Rydell said putting his head down on the table.

“Continuing on down the station,” Terris said, irritation growing in his voice. “We have the connecting tube between the two saucers. This tube will be well shielded to prevent enemy fire from disconnecting the two saucers.”

“That’s comforting,” Beck said smiling weakly.

“The lower saucer will contain the quarters for the station’s crew and residents as well as visitors from other ships,” Terris said.

“You see, Commander, Starfleet wants Waystation to be the gateway to the unexplored sections of Beta Quadrant. With your docking facilities and supply depots, you will become a key stop for pioneers and exploratory vessels,” Wagner said.

“What about the Multeks?” Beck asked.

“You will be responsible for handling them as well,” Wagner said. “Waystation will be the staging center for a battalion of Federation Marines whose job it will be to protect colonies from Multek intrusion.”

“Marines? Not Starfleet?”

“No, Commander. The Federation Council felt that the Marines would be more suited to the ground-based operations that would be required if the Multeks invaded any colonies. But don’t worry about the Marines. They are under your command as long as they are on the station,” Wagner said.

“Great,” Beck said. “What if the Multeks come to us?”

“Waystation is equipped with four phaser rings, one around the top and bottom of each saucer, and has eight pairs of photon torpedo tubes. You will be sufficiently armed,” Terris said.

“See, Commander, you’re going to be in command of the most exciting post in the galaxy,” Wagner said smiling.

“Lucky me,” Beck replied. Suddenly, having her own command wasn’t sounding so good. She was going to be a sitting duck in unfamiliar space. If the Multeks decided to retaliate, it could be a really short assignment.

“What about the Secondprize?” Rydell asked. “You aren’t turning it into a restaurant or anything, are you?”

“No, Captain,” Terris said as he hit another switch on the holoprojector. The image of a starship’s bridge appeared, but it wasn’t Rydell’s bridge. It looked too new, too sleek, too nice. “This will be the Secondprize’s bridge after the refit. You will have the fleet standard conn and ops consoles rather than helm and navigation. Also your communications and tactical consoles will be combined into the standard one station. Normally, a bridge refit is a simple matter of removing one bridge and plugging in a new one. Unfortunately, in this case, the shipyards wired the ship for the old style consoles. We have to basically rewire the entire network between the bridge and the new subsystems.”

“And what do you need me for?” Rydell asked. “This is way out of my line.”

“You have to approve every change we make. I’ll be bringing you updates at the end of each day,” Terris said.

“Lucky me,” Rydell said. He was starting to get the distinct feeling that his was going to be the most boring two weeks of his life.



Across the lounge from Rydell and Beck, Lieutenant Craig Porter and Lieutenant Sean Russell were discussing the day’s turn of events.

“I don’t believe this,” Russell said running his hands through the patch of sythehair that was covering up his bald streak. “I’m going to be a security chief. No more risking my neck for stupid reasons. I can send other people to do it for me.”

“Good to see that you’re being such a humanitarian about this,” Porter commented.

“Self preservation is one of humanity’s most basic instincts, thank you,” Russell said. “Seriously though, I hope that I’m up to this. Chief of Security is a bit more important than being a plain, old security officer.”

“I’m sure you’ll do fine,” Porter said. “Besides, you can always be replaced.” Russell glared at him. “I was just kidding.”

“Sirs! Sirs!” a female voice started shouting from across the room. Porter and Russell looked and saw Yeoman Tina Jones heading toward them. She was smiling broadly and almost bouncing. “Did you hear the news? We’re being transferred!”

“We’re about four hours ahead of you,” Porter said.

“Oh,” Jones said, her buoyance deflated briefly. “Isn’t it exciting? Our own station, and I’m going to be the liaison officer.”

“Jones, what exactly is a liaison officer?” Russell asked.

“I have no idea,” she replied. “I’ve been wondering that since I first heard about the transfer.”

“Well, Admiral Wagner is right over there with Captain Rydell and Commander Beck. Why don’t you go ask him?” Porter said.

“I don’t think that would be such a good idea,” Jones replied. “I don’t want the first impression I make on my new commanding officer to be asking what the heck my job is.”

“I can see your point,” Russell said. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out soon enough.”

“I just hope that I won’t need to do anything liaison officerish on this mission tomorrow,” Jones said.

“We’ll cover for you,” Porter said. “But, I’m not real thrilled about this whole thing.”

“Why not?” Russell asked.

“Why are they sending four of us to pick up a doctor? And who the hell is this Walter Morales guy anyway? I’ve never heard of him even though he’s supposedly been on the Secondprize as long as we have.”

“I don’t know, and I don’t know,” Russell said. “We’ll just have to be prepared for anything, but I’m betting it will be a boring trip. Starfleet probably just overstaffed it, that’s all.”

“I’m not sure whether I hope you’re right or not,” Porter said.



“We’ll be landing shortly,” Ensign Carr reported. Lieutenant Hawkins looked up from the padd she’d been writing on and saw that they were approaching a large green planet.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“I can’t tell you that,” Carr said. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah yeah.” Hawkins got up and walked into the back. Jaroch was seated on the floor against the rear wall of the passenger compartment. “We’re there,” she said.

“Good,” Jaroch replied. “I was finished anyway.”

“What were you doing?”

“I was attempting to contact each one of my past lives in order to ascertain whether or not I committed some horrendous crime in any of them.”

“Why?”

“That is the only explanation I can come up with for being stuck with Commander Dillon in this life,” Jaroch said.

“Oh, get over it,” Hawkins said. She turned to Dillon who was still sleeping. “Travis,” she said softly. “Wake up.”

“No,” Dillon replied, still asleep. “Don’t go with Jaroch. I need…”

“TRAVIS!” Hawkins shouted. Dillon sprung up.

“What? Where am I? I’m up. What’s going on?” Dillon asked.

“We’ve arrived,” Hawkins said.

“What were you dreaming about?” Jaroch asked. “You mentioned my name, and the thought of being trapped in one of your dreams frightens me immensely.” Dillon looked back and forth between Jaroch and Hawkins.

“Nothing,” he said quietly. “It was just a dream.” They felt a slight thud as the shuttle touched down. Carr opened the shuttle hatch, allowing the occupants to step outside where they found themselves inside of a large landing bay. A couple of small spacecraft were parked next to their shuttle, but the bulk of the landing area was empty.

“Not a real popular place,” Hawkins said.

“It will be soon,” an unfamiliar female voice said from off to their left. They turned and saw and older woman, about fifty-five, walking towards them from a large set of double doors. She was tall and thin with long black hair. Her resemblance to Admiral Wagner was obvious. They had the same grey eyes and aquiline nose.

“Debbie Wagner, I presume,” Jaroch said.

“Yes, welcome to the Starfleet Memorial Gardens,” she replied.

“Ms. Wagner. I’m Commander Travis Michael Dillon from the starship Secondprize. This is Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins, and Ensign Andrea Carr. We’ve been ordered to inspect your facility for any scientific or security hazards.”

“Relax, Commander,” Wagner said. “You’re away from Starfleet for now. Enjoy it. You can call me Debbie. I just want you all to have a good time while you’re here. I’ve arranged for you to take a private tour tomorrow morning.”

“Thank you, Debbie,” Hawkins said, pushing past Dillon. “You’ll have to excuse Commander Dillon. He gets a little too enveloped in protocol sometimes.”

“Sometimes?” Jaroch said.

“I’ll show you all to your rooms. I would be honored if you would join me for dinner in an hour in our main dining room. Formal dress please, but no uniforms,” Debbie said.

“No uniforms!” Dillon said. “What’s that leave?”

“Try a tuxedo,” Debbie said. “The replicator in your room can scan you and make one to your liking.”

“I like my uniform,” Dillon muttered.

“It sounds great,” Hawkins said, elbowing Dillon.

“Good. Now, if you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to your rooms.”

“Debbie, what is this place exactly?” Jaroch asked.

“You’ll see tomorrow,” she replied. “For now, just relax, enjoy dinner, and have a good time. Can you boys handle that?”

“I can, but he can’t,” Dillon and Jaroch said in unison, pointing at each other.

“I don’t envy you two,” Debbie said to Hawkins and Carr.

“They’re really not so bad,” Hawkins said. “After about three years you become desensitized.”

“I don’t think I want to wait that long,” Debbie said.

“Good choice,” Hawkins said.



Chapter Eleven



Commander Travis Dillon stared at himself in the mirror in the room Debbie Wagner had assigned him then pulled at the black bowtie constricting his neck. This whole thing just seemed so wrong. He was a Starfleet officer. At formal occasions, he should wear the Starfleet dress uniform, not some stupid tuxedo. He felt that he looked like a refugee from one of those twentieth-century film musicals. The tuxedo just was not him. It didn’t have any flair to it. What he needed was…tails! And a cane! That would be the perfect touch this ridiculous outfit work. Debbie wanted formal, she’d get formal. He walked back over to the replicator.

“Computer, give me a tuxedo coat with tails matching the measurements of the one you gave me earlier,” he ordered. The replicator hummed and produced his new coat. “Now, I want a four foot long, black cane. Smooth. No decorations.”

“That object is not on file,” the replicator replied.

“What? It’s just a stupid stick! Give me a stick!” The replicator produced a nice twig. “Forget it.” Dillon put the coat with tails on and admired himself in the mirror. Much better. It made him seem taller, more impressive. A knock on the door interrupted his fashion show. “Come in. No wait. I’ll be right there.” He gave himself one last look, then walked over to the door and opened it.

Lieutenant Hawkins was there in a floor length, form-fitting, silver sequined gown. Dillon felt the breath rush out of his body.

“Tails,” she said surprised. “Very nice, Commander.”

“Thank you. Your attire selection was excellent as well, Lieutenant,” he replied, trying not to sound too taken aback by Hawkins’ appearance.

“Is that a compliment?” she said smiling. She had noticed Dillon’s eyes practically jump out of his head when he opened the door, so she knew the answer to this one. She just wanted to hear him say it.

“Yes, Patricia. You look great,” Dillon said.

“Fine. I guess I’ll allow you to escort me to dinner then,” she replied.

“I would be honored.” Dillon held out his arm like he’d seen in the old movies. Hawkins wrapped her arm around his, and they walked off down the corridor. Dillon was concentrating on his every movement. He was going to be suave and debonair. If this meant there was even a chance that she was interested in him and not Jaroch, he was going to be sure not to blow it. Sophistication and poise was the key.

Jaroch, Carr and Debbie Wagner were already in the dining room when Dillon and Hawkins arrived. A long table set for five dominated the room. Debbie Wagner was seated on one end, Jaroch was seated at her left elbow, and Ensign Carr was at her right. Hawkins detached herself from Dillon and sat down next to Jaroch. Dillon went around the table and sat next to Carr. Well, at least he was across from Patricia. He glanced around at the dining room. It was a simple room, grey walls with a few plants scattered around for decoration, but, like every other room he’d seen in the place, there were no windows.

“Since we’re all here, I guess we can start,” Debbie said. She picked up a small remote that was sitting by her right hand and pressed a button. There was the sound of a transporter, and dinner materialized on their plates. “I love doing that. It’s the first time I’ve been able to do it for guests. Now then, how are your rooms?”

“Very comfortable,” Hawkins said. Dillon shoved a big fork-full of pasta into his mouth.

“Agreed,” Jaroch said.

“Mine’s fine,” Carr said.

“Commander Dillon?” Debbie said. Dillon suddenly realized that he was supposed to answer that question. He put his fork down and tried to talk through the noodles in his mouth.

“Ibt’s grrt.”

“Ahh,” Debbie said. “Good.”

“Ms. Wagner, thank you for the hospitality and all, but you are not helping us complete our mission here,” Jaroch said. “What is this park?”

Having finally finished swallowing the pasta, Dillon reached for his fork and knocked it onto the floor. It hit the carpet without a sound.

“This park is the culmination of centuries of research,” Debbie said.

“That is a bit vague,” Jaroch said.

Dillon pushed his chair back as inconspicuously as possible and looked under the table. His fork had landed beside Hawkins’ foot. He scooted his chair back in quickly.

“I don’t want to spoil the surprise,” Debbie said. “But I can tell you that we are building upon the work of…” She launched into a technical spiel about a lot of scientists and theories Dillon had never heard of. He extended his leg and tried to get his fork with his foot. His leg accidently rubbed up against Hawkins’ leg. She looked at him and smiled. He felt her push her leg against his leg. He smiled back and tried again to get his fork. It should have been right under his foot, but it wasn’t. Dillon stole another look under the table. Hawkins must have kicked his fork when she pushed against his leg because it was now by Jaroch.

Dillon smiled at Hawkins again and gradually shifted his leg over toward Jaroch. It was a bit of a stretch. He was starting to feel himself slipping off of the chair, but he almost had the fork. His leg bumped against Jaroch’s as he put his foot down on the fork. Jaroch glared at him angrily. Dillon smiled weakly and started to pull the fork back toward him. He suddenly felt a sharp pain in his shin as Jaroch kicked it. Dillon’s foot involuntarily slipped backwards off the fork as he tried to keep himself from shouting in pain.

The fork was now over in front of Carr. Determined not to get kicked again, Dillon carefully maneuvered his leg toward the fork. Almost there. Almost…there. He had. He let out a sigh of relief and started pulling back toward himself. He felt his leg brush past a knee. Carr turned toward him angrily.

“Sorry,” he whispered. She picked up her fork and stabbed him in the side with it. Then, she shifted her feet, knocking the fork back between her and Jaroch. Dillon sighed and pushed his chair back a little bit. “Excuse me,” he said finally, “I dropped my fork.” He hadn’t wanted Hawkins to know, but now it just didn’t matter. He’d pick up his fork and not make any more mistakes for the rest of the night. One little blunder wouldn’t destroy everything…he hoped. He slid forward in his chair to get his fork. Suddenly, his butt slipped off the front of the chair, sending him falling to the floor. His tails got caught in the back of his chair somehow and refused to fall down with him. Dillon heard a loud rip and looked back fearing the worst. The tails were still in the chair, free of the jacket they had once been a part of. Dillon reached back to pull them off the chair, but they were firmly attached. He ended up pulling the chair forcefully into his skull. Rubbing his head where the chair had collided with it, Dillon decided to just get his fork and forget it.

Dillon crawled underneath the table and grabbed his wayward utensil. Suddenly, Jaroch and Carr started kicking him repeatedly in the sides. He quickly backed up toward his chair to get away from the unrelenting barrage of feet. One particularly solid hit from Jaroch sent him jerking upwards into the bottom of the table, which raised up sending everything on it sliding into Debbie’s lap. Dillon let the table fall again and threw himself back into his chair.

“Are you finished?” Debbie said angrily. Dillon could tell that she was on the edge of losing her temper. He wasn’t sure why until he noticed the devastation on the table and the new red stripes on Debbie’s white dress.

“Sorry,” he said as he leaned back into his chair. At least Hawkins wasn’t mad at him. He stretched his leg back out toward hers and rubbed against it again. She didn’t respond. She didn’t even look at him. Maybe she was mad at him. She was just sitting there, and her leg was as stiff as a board. Wait a second. Dillon looked back under the table. He’d been rubbing the table leg. Writing dinner off as a total loss, Dillon decided just to be quiet until he could get the hell back to his room and go to sleep.



Chapter Twelve



Lieutenant Commander Morales was in the main shuttlebay at 0530 the next morning to get a runabout ready for the mission to Bracktia Prime. He could have assigned one of the other shuttlebay workers to do it, but he was nervous as hell and needed something to occupy his mind. It wasn’t working, though. He’d already almost screwed up and realigned the warp core’s energy output to match the phaser harmonics. Luckily, he caught it before he blew up the entire shuttlebay.

Starfleet must be insane to be giving me command, he thought as he checked the runabout’s systems for the fourth time. He looked at the chronometer in the control panel. 0600 hours. They would be here in a second. His crew. His team. The lives that he was responsible for. Morales could not remember the last time that he this anxious not to do something.

The shuttlebay doors opened, and Morales heard the sound of voices. He walked to the runabout hatch and stepped out into the main shuttlebay.

“After sleeping on it,” Lieutenant Craig Porter was saying. “I’ve decided that this could be really bad.”

“What gives you that idea?” Lieutenant Sean Russell asked.

“We’re going into an unknown situation with an unknown commanding officer. That tends to make me nervous,” Porter replied.

“I hadn’t thought of it like that,” Yeoman Tina Jones said. Morales cleared his throat to get their attention.

“Hello, everyone. The runabout is all set,” he said.

“Thanks,” Russell said. “We’ll be ready in a minute. We’re waiting for someone.” That took Morales by surprise. As far as he knew, the team was going to be him and three others. They were all here. Who were they waiting for? Whoever it was, it didn’t matter. They were supposed to leave at 0600 hours. They were already a little behind schedule. It was time to be a commanding officer.

“I think leaving now would be good,” Morales said.

“Yeah? And who are you?” Porter asked.

“Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales.” Saying his full title like that was giving Morales confidence. “I’m your commanding officer. Now, let’s go.” Porter, Russell, and Jones stared at him.

“I’m so sorry, sir,” Jones said nervously. “We didn’t know…”

“It’s OK,” Morales said. “I just think that we need to leave now. Who were you waiting for?”

“You. We didn’t know who was in command of this mission,” Porter said.

“That would be me,” Morales said. “Shall we go?”

“Aye, sir,” Porter, Russell, and Jones said in unison. They walked past him into the runabout. Morales let out a big sigh of relief and headed in after them. He’d gotten through the first real command he’d ever had to give. Somehow it was never like this when he was running the shuttlebays. They worked more as a team. Morales was just the one who gave the reports to the captain. This was a whole new game.

Lieutenant Porter was seated at the runabout controls when Morales entered the cockpit. Russell was seated next to him checking the sensors and weapons systems. Jones had grabbed the chair behind Russell.

“We’re ready for departure, sir,” Porter reported. Morales sat down in the chair behind Porter uncomfortably. They were going to fly the runabout for him. Well, of course they were. He was in command. Subordinates take care of the routine stuff. All he had to do was give orders. Morales felt this sudden longing to be a subordinate again, to be the one flying the ship.

“Let’s go,” he said finally and without enthusiasm.

“This is Runabout Hudson. We’re heading out,” Porter said.

“Acknowledged, Hudson. You’re cleared for departure.” a voice said over the comm system. Morales recognized it. It was Lieutenant Kaplan, his second-in-command in the shuttlebay. He guessed she was probably in command of the shuttlebay now. Good for her. She deserved it. Morales felt a pang in his stomach. It wasn’t hunger; it was regret. He was going to miss those people. What had Starfleet done to him? This transfer was going to be hell.

The giant hanger doors leading into space opened in front of the runabout. Porter flew the runabout out of the shuttlebay and steered it around past the Secondprize. Off to their left, they could see the giant form of Starbase 219. The Secondprize would be entering the starbase’s hangar soon to start its refit. And somewhere inside that hanger sat the space station that they would all soon call home.

“How come I feel like I’m going to a funeral?” Jones said softly.

“You aren’t the only one,” Russell said.

“Porter, turn us around and give us a good pass by the ship,” Morales said.

“You got it,” Porter said. He steered the runabout back around until the Secondprize was directly in front of them. It may have only been an old Excelsior class ship, but it was still impressive. Morales thought that he could almost look into the windows of Seven Backward. He’d never understood why they called it that, since it was at the front of the ship.

Porter flew them over the saucer section and the bridge. They descended down to the secondary hull. The runabout’s navigation lights glinted off the white hull of the ship. Above them to their left and right sat the warp nacelles, Commander Baird’s babies. He’d never tell you that to your face though.

The runabout flew over the main shuttlebay finally, and then into the emptiness of space. The Secondprize wasn’t a very large ship in the cosmic scheme of things, but it had been their home for the last three years.

“I think I speak for all of us when I say that I’m really going to miss that ship,” Russell said. “There’s no other one like it, and no other people like her crew.”

“And I think the universe is better off that way,” Porter said. The four of them laughed.

“Agreed,” Morales said. “Get us to Bracktia Prime. Warp five.” Porter’s hands flew across the console. The runabout’s warp engines hummed and propelled the ship forward, making the stars appear to be nothing more than streaks of light.

“Answering warp five, sir,” Porter said. “We’ll arrive at Bracktia Prime in three hours twenty minutes.”

“I guess that gives us some time to get to know each other,” Morales said, trying to break the ice. “Who wants to go first?”

“Excuse me?” Russell said.

“Introduce yourself.”

“Well…my name’s Sean Russell. I’m your new security chief.”

“Anything else?” Morales asked.

“I’m a lieutenant.”

“Um…OK…thank you. Next.”

“My name’s Tina Jones. And I’m really happy to be here and not on Odala Two. That’s where I grew up. It was really, really boring, so I left on a freighter and enlisted in Starfleet as soon as I got a chance. I’ve always wanted to see the galaxy and meet all kinds of strange beings…as long as they didn’t try to hurt me or anything. But so far, I haven’t met any real violent ones, but that…”

“Thank you, Yeoman,” Morales said, cutting her off. “How about you, Lieutenant?” he said to Porter.

“My name’s Craig Porter. My hobbies include skiing and solving the secrets of the universe. I keep my weight at…”

“OK. OK. I get the point,” Morales said. “How much time did we use?”

“About two minutes,” Porter said. “Three hours eighteen minutes to go.”

“With your permission, sir, I’m going to go to the back and read or something,” Russell said.

“Good idea,” Jones said. “Do you need us for anything else?”

“No. Dismissed,” Morales said. Russell and Jones retreated to the rear passenger compartment. Morales moved up to the seat beside Porter. “If you want someone else to fly for a while, let me know.”

“Aye, sir,” Porter replied. The two men sat in silence for a moment. Morales stared out the window at the stars streaking by. “If you don’t mind me asking, sir, is this your first time commanding an away mission?”

“This is my first time commanding any mission,” Morales replied. “Is it that obvious?”

“Just relax. I’m sure you’ll get used to it.”

“I hope so. I’m just glad that this is a simple pick-up trip instead of something sticky and complicated,” Morales said.

“I wish that you hadn’t said that.”

“Why?”

“Whenever commanding officers say something like that, the universe laughs,” Porter replied.

“Great. Just the confidence builder I needed.”

“Sorry, but it’s the truth.”

“Well, lie to me next time,” Morales said.

“Is that an order?”

“No. Let’s just get through this. Maybe nothing will happen.”

“Yeah, right,” Porter said.



Commander Lisa Beck pressed the door chime outside of Lieutenant James Terris’ office just after 0830. Admiral Wagner had finished his pep talk with Rydell and Beck the night before by ordering them both to meet with Terris and Commander Baird in Terris’ office early the next morning. She was not looking forward to the sheer number of meetings this whole process seemed like it was going to take.

“You may enter,” Terris’ voice said from inside. The doors parted for Beck, allowing her to see the inside of the office. Actually the office held no interest for her. The windows, however, did. Terris’ office looked out into the vast hanger facility inside Starbase 219. The Secondprize had been moved inside and now occupied a docking slip on the other side of the hanger from the office. At a slip almost right outside of the window, surrounded in scaffolding, sat Waystation. The two Enterprise class saucer sections had been connected into one seamless whole. Two workbee shuttlepods were maneuvering a large docking arm into position on the side of the upper saucer. On top of the entire structure, a small room slowly rotated. The night before, Beck hadn’t liked the idea of the operations center being an old rotating restaurant, but upon actually seeing it, it kind of worked. The station had a certain grace to it.

“Impressive, isn’t it,” Terris said, breaking into her thoughts.

“I’d have to say yes,” Beck replied.

“Have a seat. Captain Rydell and Commander Baird should be here any second.” Suddenly, the doors slid open, and Commander Baird rushed in. The chief engineer lunged across Terris’ desk, grabbed the lieutenant by the front of his uniform, and started shaking him.

“There’s no fucking way we can rewire the whole damn ship in two weeks!” Baird shouted. Captain Rydell ran into the office.

“Sorry, he got away from me,” Rydell said.

“Commander Baird, I assure you that you can,” Terris said, trying to pry Baird’s hands off of his uniform. “My staff will assist you.”

“Yeah, like I’m going to let your minions on board. They have no clue what our systems are like.”

“They’ve studied the specs,” Terris said.

“Fuck the specs!” Baird threw Terris back into his desk chair and began pacing the office. “You desk-jockeys have no idea what the reality of a ship’s innards are like. Specs won’t do a damn thing but confuse people.”

“Baird, I’m sure that you can do this,” Rydell said soothingly. “Consider it a challenge.”

“I consider it moronic,” Baird replied. “I’m not surprised though. You always expect the engineers to save your asses. Get this done now. I need the warp drive in two minutes or we’re all dead. Why don’t you come do it for a change?”

“Commander Baird, the Secondprize will be refitted and ready to go in two weeks. Understood,” Rydell said angrily. “That is an order. If you can’t do it, I’ll find someone who can while you sit in a brig somewhere rotting for insubordination. And I promise that you won’t see the light of any sun until the Borg open up a maid service. Got it!”

“Aye, sir!” Baird shouted. He turned on Terris. “Have your trained chimps meet me in the Secondprize’s engine room in half an hour.” Baird stormed out of the office.

“Is he always like that?” Terris asked.

“Actually, that was a lot easier than I thought it would be,” Rydell said, taking a seat in front of Terris’ desk.

“He seems to be mellowing in his old age,” Beck said.

“I don’t even think I want to know,” Terris said. “Anyway, the reason the admiral asked you here is that I need you both to give me full reports of the Multek situation, so that I may plan your defensive systems accordingly.”

“Didn’t Admiral Wagner give you all of that?” Rydell asked.

“No, and he left this morning to head back to Starfleet Headquarters.”

“Can’t you just contact him over subspace?” Beck asked.

“Why bother? You’re already here,” Terris said. “I can just get it from you.”

“That’s not really for us to do,” Rydell said. “There are the security protocols.”

“I am talking about the safety of Waystation and its crew, Captain. This no time for bureaucratic delays!” Terris insisted, standing up from his desk and staring down Rydell.

“You know what?” Rydell said, flashing a smile. “You’re right. We’ll bundle up what you need right away.” He stood up and touched Beck on the shoulder to signal her to follow him. “How about we meet back here this afternoon?”

“1500 hours alright?” Terris asked.

“Perfect,” Rydell said. “We’ll see you later.” He and Beck walked out into the hall.

“What was all that about?” Beck asked when they had gotten a few meters from Terris’ office.

“I’m not sure,” Rydell replied. “Something just seems a bit off.”

“Command intuition?” Beck asked.

“I guess you could call it that. I have a feeling that there’s something going on with Terris that we don’t know about.”

“I just thought I didn’t like him,” Beck said. “Maybe that was my intuition.”

“Most likely,” Rydell said. “The question is how are we going to see if our intuition is correct?”

“Let’s give him what he wants and see what he does with it,” Beck said. “Do you think we could program fake sensor logs of a Multek encounter by 1500?” Rydell’s face lit up.

“We don’t have to. We’ll just alter some logs that are already there,” he said. “Let’s go.” He and Beck jogged down the corridor toward the starbase’s transporter room.



Chapter Thirteen



“Federation vessel, please identify yourself,” the voice of a Bracktia Control officer said over the runabout’s comm system.

“This is the Federation Runabout Hudson,” Lieutenant Porter replied. “We’re here to pick up Dr. Amelia Nelson.”

“We’ve been expecting you, Hudson,” the voice interrupted. “You may enter orbit above our world. The coordinates of Dr. Nelson’s lab are being sent to you now. Bracktia Control out.”

“They don’t waste any time,” Porter said to Lieutenant Commander Morales who was seated beside him.

“No kidding,” Morales said. “But you heard the man. Standard orbit. We’ll beam down as soon as you’re ready.”

“Aye, sir.”



Morales, Porter, Russell, and Jones materialized inside of a sterile white corridor. The white of the walls was enough to make the away team shield their eyes. A man in a dark blue jumpsuit walked over to them, giving them something not so bright to focus on.

“Welcome, my name is Dr. Landris. We’ve been expecting you,” the man said. Morales thought that Landris seemed anxious or agitated or something. He just couldn’t put his finger on it.

“So we heard,” Morales replied. “I’m Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales. This is Lieutenant Craig Porter, Lieutenant Sean Russell, and Yeoman Tina Jones.”

“Delighted. Come on,” Landris said. He turned and practically started jogging down the corridor. The team followed Landris into a large room. Various computer consoles ringed the room, but the space was dominated by a smoky pool of green, glowing liquid. A woman was leaning over the tank scanning something in the liquid with a tricorder. “Dr. Nelson, your ride’s here.” The woman slammed her tricorder shut violently and turned toward Landris and the away team.

“Go away,” she said angrily.

“Doctor, my name’s Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales. I’ve been ordered to take you back to Starbase 219, so that you may take the position of chief medical officer on our station. I can’t go away.”

“Then you’re going to be in for a long wait, Morales, because I’m not leaving until I finish my work,” Nelson snapped.

“How long will that be?” Russell asked. “A couple of days?”

“Try months to years, pal,” Nelson said.

“What are you doing?” Porter asked.

“Wasting time with you people at the moment,” Nelson said. “But normally, I’m studying Midon.”

“What’s a Midon?” Morales said.

“Perhaps I should explain,” Landris said, jumping into the conversation. “The people of my world are capable of joining with a species indigenous to our planet. We call them Brackto. The Midon that Dr. Nelson refers to is a Brackto.”

“So it’s a symbiont like the Trill have,” Porter said.

“The symbionts are genetically similar,” Nelson said. “I’m attempting to trace the evolution of the Brackto to determine if there is some kind of common ancestry between them and the Trill.”

“But the Trill homeworld is on the other side of the quadrant,” Morales said. Nelson looked at him and smiled.

“Exactly,” she said. “I believe that there may be some other force involved. Now, if you will excuse me, I have work to do and time is precious.”

“Why is everybody around here in such a hurry?” Morales asked.

“There are rumors that the Hinaree have determined the location of this lab,” Landris said.

“Yeoman, remind me in the future to read the reports on planets I’m visiting before I get there,” Morales said to Jones.

“Yes, sir,” she said confused.

“OK, who are the Hinaree?” Morales asked.

“They are a radical terrorist group,” Landris replied.

“They’re murderers!” Nelson shouted without looking away from her tricorder.

“Unlike the Trill, not all of our population believes it to be a great honor to be joined with a symbiont,” Landris said. “The Hinaree feel that the symbionts are trying to take over our society and destroy our individual identities.”

“They’re nuts,” Nelson said.

“Since Dr. Nelson is human, she tends to overlook the sensitive political situation brought up by the Hinaree,” Landris said. “I do not blame her for this, but there is more going on here than a simple terrorism issue. A large portion of our population thinks like the Hinaree. We are lucky that so few of them have turned violent.”

“What do you mean by violent?” Russell asked. This whole situation had just turned dangerous, and, as the security officer on the mission, it was his job to be ready.

“Several joined Bracktians have been killed. Those who have symbionts now try to keep it secret in order to avoid becoming a target. Hinaree supporters in our legislative body are attempting to make joining illegal, or, if they cannot accomplish that, take away most of the rights of joined Bracktians.”

“And the Hinaree know where this lab is?” Jones said uncomfortably.

“We believe so.”

“Then I think it would be a good idea if we left right now,” Morales said. “Dr. Nelson, I’m afraid that…”

“I’m not leaving until I finish my research on Midon,” Nelson said.

“Then bring it with us,” Morales said. “We need to leave.”

“The government will not allow any Brackto to be taken off the planet,” Landris said.

“You’re kidding,” Porter said. “But you said more of the population wanted them killed. Why not just let them leave?”

“Bureaucracy,” Landris said.

“Understood,” Porter said.

“Dr. Landris, can you take us to the President?” Morales asked. “Surely he can make an exception.”

“I can take you, but I don’t know how much good it will do.”

“I’m willing to take a chance.”

“I’d like to stay here and help Doctor Nelson,” Porter said.

“Fine,” Morales replied. “Russell, Jones, let’s go.” Dr. Landris, Morales, Russell, and Jones walked out of the lab.

“I hope that you weren’t staying to hit on me, Lieutenant,” Nelson said.

“Why would you say that?” Porter asked.

“Most people don’t find researching creatures that look like giant slugs to be that interesting.”

“Well, I find meetings with stuffy politicians to be even less interesting,” Porter said. “Besides, if you’re going to be bringing that thing to Waystation, it’s my job as science officer to know what the hell it is.”

“Then step over to that console,” Nelson said gesturing to a computer sitting beside the tank. “There’s two years of research in there.”

“I probably won’t be able to read all of that in one sitting,” Porter said. “If you don’t mind, I’ll just dump it into my tricorder to look at later.”

“Up to you, but if you aren’t reading, you’re going to be helping me,” Nelson said.

“Got it.” Porter connected the console to his tricorder and started dumping the computer’s files into it.

“Now, come over here and pick up Midon for me,” Nelson ordered.

“Pick it up?”

“Yes, the sterilization field will take care of your hands as you reach into the tank.”

“But the slime…”

“Porter, I was starting to like you. Please don’t make me change my mind,” Nelson said. Porter walked over to the tank and slowly stuck his hands into it. The green liquid was had a consistency somewhere between liquid soap and jello. It was disgusting. Trying not to think about it, Porter grabbed Midon and lifted it out of the liquid. Nelson was right, it did kind of look like a giant slug. It was about a foot long and had grayish-green skin that had the texture of wet rubber. Four long tendrils protruded from each side of its body. Porter assumed that it used those to connect itself to its host. He couldn’t help but shudder at the thought of something crawling inside of and attaching itself. People did this willingly?

Nelson grabbed another scanner from an instrument table next to the tank and ran another series of tests. She seemed completely enthralled in her research. Five minutes later, she was still scanning and oblivious that Porter’s arms were getting tired.

“Doctor, can I put Midon back any time soon?” he asked finally. Nelson looked up at him and smiled slightly.

“Sorry, I just get a little involved sometimes,” she replied.

“I think obsessed is a better word for it.” He gently put Midon back into the tank and put his hands in the sonic sink mounted nearby.

“I’ve been at this for two years, Lieutenant, and I’m just now getting close to finding the link between the Brackto and the Trill. I think a bit of obsession after all this time is only natural.”

“Whatever you say, Doc.” Porter went over to check his tricorder’s progress. It had completed recording Nelson’s files, so he put it back in his uniform pocket. Once he had time to study the information, he might be able to give Nelson a hand with her research.

“Unauthorized personnel are attempting to gain entry to the laboratory facility,” a loud computer voice barked suddenly.

“Oh no!” Nelson shouted. She rushed over to a computer near the door and frantically started pushing buttons.

“Maybe it’s just Lieutenant Commander Morales and the others,” Porter suggested.

“Not unless they brought explosives.”

“What?”

The building rocked under the force of an explosion.

“It’s the Hinaree,” Nelson said. “I’ve activated the defensive barrier doors, but that won’t hold them long.”

“We don’t need very long,” Porter said. He slapped his commbadge. “Porter to Hudson.” Nothing happened. “Porter to Morales.” Still nothing. He pulled out his tricorder and started scanning. “There’s a jamming field around the building. Is that one of your defensive measures?”

“No. They just don’t want us calling for help? What are we going to do? We have no weapons.”

“What are they after?”

“Midon. They’ll have no interest in us,” Nelson said.

“Is there any place we can hide Midon?” Porter asked. Maybe if the Hinaree didn’t find a symbiont in the lab, they’d just leave.

“Yes. Inside me,” Nelson said.

“Are you insane?” Porter shouted. Another explosion shook the lab.

“We don’t have time to argue about this. It’s a fairly simple procedure. I just need you to put Midon in me and monitor my vital signs. A Brackto has never been joined to a human before.”

“But I’m not a doctor,” Porter insisted.

“I’ll talk you through it. Come on.” Nelson gingerly picked up Midon and cleaned it off in the sonic sink. “Grab the laser scalpel, the anesthesia pad, and the skin sealer.” Porter found the items on the instrument table and ran over to Nelson. She had lain across an examining table and pushed her shirt up exposing her stomach. He handed her the anesthesia pad which she placed across her forehead. The red and green lights on the pad started blinking signaling that it was working. Nelson wouldn’t feel a thing, but she’d be conscious through the whole procedure.

“Are you absolutely sure that you want to do this?” Porter asked. A bigger explosion sent bits of ceiling falling to the floor behind him.

“Yes. Now make a six inch incision in my abdomen,” she ordered. Porter activated the beam and made the cut. Nelson winced a little more out of reflex than as a result of any pain. “Put Midon in front of the cut.” Porter put the symbiont on Nelson’s stomach. It found the opening and slowly moved inside of it. Porter couldn’t watch. Nelson suddenly moaned.

“Are you alright?” Porter asked.

“Yes,” she said gasping. “Midon’s getting situated.” She winced. “It’s a bit uncomfortable.” Nelson screamed.

“I’m pulling it out,” Porter said.

“No! I’m fine. Give Midon time.” Another explosion shook the room. It sounded much closer than the last one.

“This had better be quick.”

“Close us up,” Nelson ordered. Her voice sounded different. More calm than before. “We are joined.” Porter ran the skin sealer across the incision on Nelson’s stomach and pulled her shirt down. He could hear footsteps and shouting voices outside the door.

“Just lie still for now,” Porter said. “I’ll handle this.” He ran over to a corner of the lab, grabbed a large plastic container, and started throwing tools and data chips into it. The lab doors exploded inward violently, knocking Porter off his feet. Five people carrying rifles charged into the lab.

“Kill the symbiont,” the woman in the lead ordered.

“It’s not here,” Porter shouted.

“Find it,” the leader said to her followers. She approached Porter. “If you’re lying, I will kill you myself.”

“Why would I lie? I’m just here to clean up the lab and get Dr. Nelson out of here,” Porter said.

“What happened to her?” the leader asked walking over to Nelson.

“She got hit by a piece of ceiling debris after one of the explosions. I was trying to finish up and beam us out of here before arrived.”

“You would not have been able to leave. We have jammed all communications.”

“Oh,” Porter said. Play dumb. Play dumb.

“It’s not here,” one of the Hinaree reported.

“Where is the Midon symbiont?” the leader said. She pointed her rifle at Porter’s face.

“Dr. Landris took it yesterday,” Nelson said weakly. “He said that the Bracktia Science Council had sole rights to the symbionts. He called the Federation to have me removed.” Porter was impressed. Dr. Nelson was adding to the lie quite nicely.

“We have no quarrel with the Federation,” the Hinaree leader said.

“That’s good,” Porter said. “Can you let us leave now?”

“I don’t think so,” the leader said, a smile crossing her face. “You’ll make such great hostages. The Bracktia government wants Federation membership so badly that they will meet any of our demands to ensure your safe return. Bring them.” Two Hinaree grabbed Porter and pushed him towards the door, while the two others picked up Nelson.

Porter just knew that the universe was having a good laugh about all of this.



Chapter Fourteen



After a good night’s sleep, Commander Dillon was feeling better about life. Nothing else humiliating had happened after the fork incident at dinner. Of course, it helped that he excused himself right afterwards and hid in his room for the rest of the night.

Today, however, was a new day, and he had a mission to complete. He straightened his uniform, checked his commbadge and phaser, and walked out of his quarters. Jaroch was just passing his room as Dillon walked out the door.

“Jaroch, good, just the person I wanted to see,” he said warmly.

“What about?” Jaroch said wearily. It was too early in the day to have Dillon getting on his nerves. As it was, he was going to have to deal with Dillon all day.

“What did Debbie tell you about the park last night? I got kind of distracted.”

“I noticed. She didn’t tell me anything very useful. All I know is that this place has some kind of genetic manipulation involved.”

“That’s not a lot to go on,” Dillon said. “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”

“A brilliant plan, sir,” Jaroch said and walked off down the hall.

Hawkins and Carr were seated at the dining room table with Debbie when Jaroch and Dillon walked in. The table was full of doughnuts, muffins, and juices.

“Eat quickly, gentlemen,” Debbie said. “Your tour leaves in twenty minutes.”

“Commander Dillon, as per Admiral Wagner’s orders, I’ll be remaining here while you take your tour,” Ensign Carr said.

“Fine,” Dillon said, gulping down a bit of doughnut.

Twenty minutes later, Debbie led Dillon, Jaroch, and Hawkins to a large room, which opened to the outside. A passenger conveyance of some kind hung from a track in the ceiling. It had room for about six people, and a Starfleet insignia was painted on the side as well as the words “Starfleet Memorial Gardens.”

“Hop in,” Debbie said. “As soon as I get to the control room, we’ll start the tour.” She turned and walked out of the room just as the door of their tram slid open automatically. Dillon, Jaroch, and Hawkins stepped inside and sat down. With them settled, the door slid shut, and the car moved began to move forward along the track and out of the building. Dillon, Jaroch, and Hawkins found themselves suspended at least fifty feet above the ground passing over a thickly forested area.

“Welcome to Starfleet Memorial Gardens,” Debbie’s voice said over the loudspeaker inside the passenger car. “This park is dedicated to honoring the legends of Starfleet. And, through some wonderful advances in cloning technology, you will actually be able to meet legends like Pike, Kirk, Spock, and Picard. They’re all here and larger than life: about fifty feet larger to be exact. Starfleet’s giants have become literal giants, and they’re all here for you at Starfleet Memorial Gardens.”

“I am suddenly very unhappy about this,” Dillon said. “A fifty-foot tall clone of Captain Pike? That’s ludicrous. That’s insulting.”

“That’s technology,” Debbie’s voice said. “Now sit down, shut up, and enjoy it.”



“God, he’s annoying,” Debbie said, turning to Ensign Carr. They were in the control center of the gardens watching the other’s progress through the park on a huge view screen.

“I know,” Carr replied. “But he outranks us, so we have to put up with him.”

“All systems nominal,” the woman seated at a console across the room said.

“Thanks, Claudia,” Debbie said. “Let me know if anything starts acting weird.” She walked over to a large window on the far side of the room, which looked in on a large power reactor. An electronically sealed door, similar to the ones all over the building, was next to the window and allowed access to the reactor.

“Have things started acting weird in the past?” Carr asked concerned.

“Nothing major,” Debbie replied. “The clones aren’t exactly normal, but other than that, things here work pretty well.”

“What’s so abnormal about the clones?”

“Nothing,” Debbie said quickly. “Nothing dangerous anyway.”

“Well, that’s comforting…I think.”



“Commander, I am not sure that I can approve of this place on an ethical level,” Jaroch said as they passed over the trees of the Starfleet Memorial Gardens.

“What do you mean?” Dillon said.

“The cloning of people is shaky enough ethically, but making them fifty feet high? That sounds rather…awful.”

“Come on, Jaroch. I was a bit taken aback by the idea at first, but think about it. This is our one chance to meet the greatest leaders in Starfleet history,” Dillon said. “I don’t care if they’re fifty feet high or two feet high, they’re still legends.”

They heard loud screaming off in the distance.

“What the hell was that?” Hawkins said, going instinctively for her phaser.

“I have no idea,” Jaroch said.

“I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about,” Dillon said uncomfortably. “It’s probably some of the planet’s native fauna. We’re fine up here.” Another scream, closer this time, shook the passenger car.

“I’m starting to understand why Starfleet wanted me to check on the security of this place,” Hawkins said. “What kind of animals are living on this planet?”

“MAAAAKKKISOOOO!!” the scream bellowed.

“Whatever it is, we’re getting closer to it now,” Dillon said.

“I’m really wishing that I brought a bigger phaser,” Hawkins said, looking down at the tiny personal phaser she was carrying.

“MAAKKITTTTTTTSOOOO!” The car was shaking violently.

“You are now approaching our first legend,” Debbie’s voice said over the speakers. “Jean Luc Picard.”

“Oh no,” Dillon said. “That scream…”

“I am afraid it is, sir,” Jaroch said. The car rounded a curve in the track, revealing their worst fears. It was Picard all right, dressed in the burgundy uniforms that had been Starfleet standard until they were recently replaced by the black and gray ones. He bald head glistened in the sun, but said head was bigger that their entire passenger car.

“MAKE IT SO!” the giant Picard shouted to no one in particular.

“I don’t know whether to laugh or throw up,” Hawkins said quietly.

“I’ve met Picard. He was nothing like this,” Jaroch said.

“Of course he isn’t!” Dillon shouted horrified. “How could they do this? WHY would they do this?!?” This wasn’t honoring his heroes; it was making complete fools out of them.

“MAKE IT SO!” The car came to a stop in front of Picard. They were at eye level with the giant.

“MAKE IT SO!” Picard shouted, his voice full of anger this time. He rushed toward the car, but, before he could get to it, he was stopped by a force field.

“Nothing to worry about folks,” Debbie said.

“What have you done?” Dillon screamed indignantly. “You’ve reduced one of Starfleet’s finest to a blithering…”

“Commander, please. You aren’t helping,” Jaroch said.

“Look, we were able to clone the bodies, but not the minds of our exhibits,” Debbie said. “We had to program the minds ourselves. It wasn’t easy. We only managed to ingrain a couple of major characteristics.”

“MAKE IT SO!”

“We were lucky to get that,” Debbie continued. “This is tricky work, and Picard isn’t our best effort. Just wait until you see the others.”

“I’m not sure that I’ll be able to stand it,” Dillon mumbled.



“That man has no sense of what a scientific achievement this is,” Debbie said after switching off the comm system. On the main viewscreen, they could see the car moving off toward the next exhibit.

“It’s probably just a bit of a surprise to him. Give him some time,” Carr said. She actually didn’t believe or care that Dillon would get over it, but she didn’t want to listen to Debbie complain about him.

The door of the control room opened, revealing an older man carrying a basket of cleaning supplies. His face was covered in wrinkles, but he didn’t appear haggard. Instead, they seemed more like laugh lines.

“Morning folks,” the man said warmly. “Just here for my rounds.”

“Hi, Ray,” Debbie said. “Could you start in the reactor room?”

“Sure thing,” Ray said. He tipped his blue hat to Carr. “Morning, young lady. Hope you’re enjoying the place.”

“It’s quite impressive,” Carr replied. Ray smiled and opened the door into the reactor room to begin cleaning.

“He’s smitten again,” Claudia said.

“Surprise, surprise,” Debbie said smiling. Carr laughed. Ray suddenly came rushing out of the reactor room.

“I…I forgot something,” he said quickly and ran out of the control room. As soon as the control room door closed behind Ray, alarms starting blaring. Claudia whirled back around to her console.

“I’m reading a severe power drop!” she shouted.

“Get it back up!” Debbie said.

“I can’t.”

The control center went dark.



The passenger car jerked to a sudden stop.

“What happened?” Dillon asked alarmed.

“We have stopped,” Jaroch said. “I believe that we have lost power.”

A loud scream sounded in the distance.

Then another.

It was getting closer.



Chapter Fifteen



The Presidential Palace on Bracktia Prime was in chaos when Lieutenant Commander Morales, Lieutenant Russell, Yeoman Jones, and Dr. Landris arrived. Landris was able to get them past the two hulking security guards at the palace door by just flashing his identification card, but the President’s office was a different story. Aides were running in and out of the office while a man in a black suit sat a desk outside of the office monitoring who came and went.

“Let me handle this,” Landris said to Morales before walking over to the man at the desk. Morales couldn’t hear their discussion, but the man at the desk shook his head a lot while Landris gestured angrily.

“I get the feeling he’s not doing too well,” Yeoman Jones said softly.

“I think you’re right,” Morales replied. “Why don’t you go give him a hand?”

“Me? Why me?”

“You’re the liaison officer. Go liaison,” Morales said.

“Well…I’d love to, but I don’t know what a liaison officer does,” Jones said nervously.

“You’re supposed to smooth over relations between us and anyone we encounter,” Morales said. “Think of it as kind of like being a diplomat.”

“Oh. But…”

“Go, Yeoman!” Morales said.

“Gotcha,” Jones said. “I’m on my way.”

“Jones.”

“Yes, sir,” she said.

“Be tough,” Morales said. He smiled hoping to reassure her.

“Aye, sir,” she said. Jones charged over to the man’s desk and joined the fray. Things continued pretty much as they had before except now both Landris and Jones were gesturing angrily. Morales could see Jones’s face slowly turning red.

“Do you know Jones real well?” Morales asked Russell.

“Not really,” Russell said. “She’s generally pretty quiet.”

“So you’ve never seen her angry?”

“Tina? No, sir. I can’t imagine it,” Morales noticed that Jones was now bright red and her eyes were wide.

“I think you’re about to be able to do a lot more than imagine it,” Morales said.

“HIIIIIIYAAAAA!!!!” Jones screamed suddenly. She raised her right arm and did a karate chop on the man’s desk. The desk split in two and fell to the floor. The entire office became completely silent. “I think you should let us in now,” Jones said, breathing heavily.

“Right away,” the man said shakily. He went over to the President’s door, entered, then returned a minute later.

“President Bathena will see you now,” he said.

“Thank you,” Jones said. She turned to Morales. “Liaisoning complete, sir.”

“Good job,” Morales replied, walking over to Jones. “You’re a natural.

President Bathena’s office was calm compared to the outer office area. The President was seated at a large wooden desk looking at a map of the area on a viewscreen on the side wall.

“Have a seat,” she said distractedly as she watched blips moving across the map.

“Thank you, Ms. President,” Morales said. “My name’s Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales. My team and I were sent here to pick up Dr. Amelia Nelson, but she refuses to leave the planet unless you allow her to take a symbiont with her.”

“I appreciate your problem, Commander Morales, but I’m a little busy right now,” Bathena replied. “We’ve just had a terrorist attack at the… Wait a minute! You were here for Nelson?”

“Yes,” Morales said, confused.

“Is she with you?”

“No, we left her and one of my men at the lab,” Morales said.

“At the lab. Damn!”

“What is it, Ms. President?” Landris asked.

“I hate to be the one to tell you this, but that lab was where the latest attack took place,” Bathena said. “The Hinaree went in, planted a few bombs, and blew the place up. There’s very little left.”

“Oh god,” Russell said. “Craig’s…”

“Dead,” Bathena said. “But you’re more than welcome to go tell Starfleet all about this, so they’ll help us put a stop to the Hinaree.”

“The Prime Directive…” Morales began.

“Oh, shut up about the damn Prime Directive!” Bathena said. “I’ve practically got a civil war going on here!”

“Can we look at the explosion site?” Russell asked.

“What good is that going to do?” Bathena asked. “Read my lips. They are dead.”

“I’d like to look anyway,” Russell said.

“Agreed. Besides, it’d get us out of your way,” Morales said.

“Feel free,” Bathena said. “I’ll have my secretary tell them you’re coming.”

“Thank you,” Morales said. “If you need anything from us, don’t hesitate to let me know.” They walked out of the office.

“How about a few thousand phaser rifles?” Bathena shouted after him.



Twenty minutes later, Morales, Russell, and Jones had returned to the site of what used to be Nelson’s laboratory. The building had been leveled by the blast, leaving debris everywhere. The Bracktian Military officer who was in charge of the investigation, Major Kergin, grudgingly let them look around, but assigned one of his men to be with them at all times. Russell tried to ignore this and started scanning the site with his tricorder.

“You Starfleet people and your toys,” the soldier said annoyed.

“You got a problem,” Russell said.

“Yeah, you,” the solder replied. “You people have it so easy. You don’t know what real danger is.”

“We don’t!” Russell said angrily. “I think I do. Real danger is getting chased by three hundred angry Joegonots! Real danger is…”

“Get off it!” the soldier shouted. “You can’t talk to me about real danger. Real danger is crawling past ten armed Hinaree naked because you think your uniform would make too much noise. Real danger is…”

“Yeoman Jones,” Morales said. “Could you liaison him into unconsciousness please?”

“Aye, sir,” Jones said. She walked over to the soldier. “Shut up, or I’m going to hurt you,” she said very matter-of-factly.

“Right,” the soldier said stifling a laugh. “I suppose you think you know real danger too, huh?”

“Real danger is what you’re in right now,” Jones said.

“I’m not…” The soldier didn’t get a chance to finish the sentence. Russell stunned the soldier with his phaser before Jones could even get her arm raised.

“Sorry, Tina,” Russell said. “I wanted to do it.”

“Thanks. I don’t think I was really angry enough to hurt him,” she replied.

“By any chance, have you found anything yet?” Morales asked.

“No, and that’s what’s interesting,” Russell said.

“What do you mean?” Morales said.

“I was scanning for organic material, so we could locate Porter and Dr. Nelson’s remains, but I’m not finding anything in the debris,” Russell said. “The explosive used was a thermocorbonite which is incapable of completely obliterating organic matter. Even if Porter and Nelson were at the blast’s origin, there should still be something left. If anything, I should be able to find the symbiont.”

“But there’s nothing,” Morales said.

“No, sir.”

“Then we have to assume that they got out somehow and are still alive.” Morales slapped his commbadge. “Morales to Porter.” There was no response. “Morales to Hudson.”

“Runabout computer responding,” the Hudson’s computer replied.

“Locate Lieutenant Craig Porter.”

“Lieutenant Porter is not within scanning range.”

“I don’t buy that, sir,” Russell said.

“Neither do I,” Morales replied. “Adjust the tricorder to look for traces of vehicles that have been here within the last hour. I want to know what direction they went. Jones, come with me.” Morales and Jones walked over to the makeshift command tent that Major Kergin was running his investigation from.

“Find your people?” Kergin asked chuckling.

“That’s not very funny,” Jones said.

“That’s a matter of opinion,” Kergin replied. He tried to hold back another laugh, but failed and fell to the ground laughing hysterically.

“I’m starting to really dislike this planet,” Jones said.

“Major Kergin,” Morales said, ignoring Jones. “We believe that our people are still alive.” Kergin looked at him and started laughing even harder. “I’m serious. We think that they left the site somehow. Now, I need to know, does the Hinaree take hostages?”

“You Starfleet never give up hope do you?” Kergin said.

“Not unless contract negotiations are going badly,” Morales replied.

“What?”

“Never mind.”

“Look, the Hinaree kill symbionts. That’s all. What would they want hostages for?” Kergin said. A computer console on the other side of the tent started beeping. “Excuse me.” Kergin walked over and pressed a couple of buttons. Morales saw President Bathena’s face appear.

“Kergin, is Morales there?” she asked.

“Yeah, he’s right here. He was just telling me that he thinks his people are still alive,” Kergin started laughing again.

“Well, he’s right,” Bathena said. Morales and Jones looked at each other hopefully.

“Tell Russell to hurry up with that scan,” Morales said. Jones ran out of the tent.

“We just got ransom demands from Serland, the Hinaree commander. She will return the two Starfleet people if we agree to outlaw symbionts,” Bathena said.

“You aren’t going to do it, are you?” Kergin asked.

“Are you nuts?” Bathena replied. “I value our relations with the Federation, but I’m not going to change our whole society for the lives of two off-worlders. I just wanted you to tell Morales about his people and have him come to my office to discuss the situation. Bathena out.” The screen went blank.

“You heard her,” Kergin said. “I wouldn’t keep her waiting.”

“We’ll be leaving momentarily. Thank you for you hospitality,” Morales said sarcastically. He walked out of the tent deep in thought. Bathena was right; she couldn’t give into the Hinaree just for Porter and Nelson’s lives. The Federation could never ask her to do that. He, Russell, and Jones were going to have to find a way to save Porter and Nelson themselves. And they had to do it without interfering with the political situation on Bracktia Prime.

“I’ve finished, sir,” Russell said, walking over to him.

“Any luck?” Morales said.

“Yes and no. There were two large vehicles other than Dr. Landris’ hovercar, and they both went north from here. I didn’t find any trace of Porter or Nelson, however.”

“Well, it’s a start. Come on. We’ve got a meeting with President Bathena.”

“What about Craig and Nelson?” Jones asked.

“That’s what we’re meeting about, but I don’t expect any help from the government,” Morales said. “If we find them, we’re going to have to get them out on our own.”

“I think I prefer it that way,” Russell said. “Thus far, I haven’t enjoyed our dealings with their military.”

“Starfreeks!” a voice screamed. Russell, Morales, and Jones turned and saw the soldier they had stunned earlier running at them. Russell pulled out his phaser and stunned him again.

“See what I mean,” Russell said.



Chapter Sixteen



“I don’t think I even want to know what that was,” Hawkins said, face pressed against the glass of the car as she tried to see what had made the noise.

“WOOOOMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!!!” The scream rocked the car violently.

“It’s right on us!” Dillon shouted. “Can you see it?”

“No!” Hawkins shouted, turning on him irritatedly. Just as she turned away from the window, a huge face rose up by the glass. She couldn’t see it, but Jaroch and Dillon had front row seats.

“Pa…pa…pa…Patricia…” Dillon stammered. Jaroch walked backwards and pressed himself against the rear wall of the car.

“I believe that the correct response right now is HOLY SHIT!!!” Jaroch said.

“What?” Hawkins said angrily. She turned around and saw the huge face looking in at them.

“WOMAN!” the face shouted.

“You can field this one, Patricia,” Dillon said, attempting to smile.

“Who is that?” Hawkins asked.

“I believe that it is Captain James Tiberius Kirk,” Jaroch said.

“WOMAN!” The giant Kirk’s hand rose up and grabbed the car. Jaroch, Hawkins, and Dillon were knocked off of their feet and sent hurtling forward. Dillon hit the wall first, followed quickly by Jaroch and Hawkins.

“I’ve had enough of this,” Hawkins said, pulling out her hand phaser.

“Good,” Dillon gasped. “Get off me and do something.” The side window shattered, and a giant finger came in, probing for the car’s occupants. Hawkins crawled over towards the finger, raised her phaser and fired. At first, Kirk didn’t seem to notice the beam frying a small speck of skin on his finger, but a few seconds later, the finger was pulled out quickly.

“OWWWW!” Kirk screamed. He raised a giant arm and slapped the car. The cables suspending the car above the forest floor strained, then snapped, sending the car hurtling downward. Hawkins and Jaroch slid back into Dillon, leaving the three officer huddled together as they plummeted.

The car hit several tree branches on the way down, jolting the occupants and slowing their descent. Finally, the car smashed into the dirt, knocking the wind out of Dillon, Jaroch, and Hawkins. The glass windows all shattered outward violently upon impact as the side structural supports moaned, then failed, allowing the sides to bend outward, which lowered the ceiling a good three feet.

Dillon was sure that it was the end of the line for him. After the car landed, he expected to be dead, but, as he lay on the metal floor gasping for breath, he realized that he’d made it. Every part of his body ached from the jarring impact of the car’s landing. A moan from Hawkins followed quickly by one from Jaroch told Dillon that the others were as bad off as he was.

“Everyone…Ok?” he said weakly. Every syllable hurt.

“Peachy,” Jaroch said, his voice straining to form the word.

“This has become my new permanent residence. I refuse to move,” Hawkins said.

“I hope that Captain Kirk gives us that luxury,” Jaroch said.

“WOMAN!”

Dillon looked over toward what used to be the window and saw two giant feet.

“No such luck. I think we’re about to get our eviction notice,” Dillon said. He tried to pull himself to his feet, but was knocked right back down as the car started shaking again. Screws and other bits of metal rained down on them as Kirk slowly pulled the car’s roof off.

“WOMAN!”

“Where’s my phaser?” Hawkins shouted.

“I do not see it, Lieutenant,” Jaroch said as he started crawling toward Hawkins.

“WOMAN! WOMAN!” The roof was completely off now. Dillon saw it hit the ground twenty feet away from the car with a thud and an explosion of dirt. Above them, Kirk was leering. His arm descended slowly toward the car like some kind of crane. Dillon wanted to move; he wanted to rush over and jump in front of Patricia so that Kirk wouldn’t get her. But he couldn’t. Pain and fear pinned him to the front wall of the car. All he could do was scream.

“Patricia!” Even that hurt… a lot. Dillon closed his eyes in pain. Besides that, he just couldn’t bring himself to watch. The hand reached in, grabbed, and rose back up, leaving one less person in the car.

“He got Jaroch!” Hawkins shouted. Dillon opened his eyes to see that he and Hawkins were the only ones in the car. He looked to his left and saw the giant legs walking away.

“WOMAN!”

“I think he’s going to be surprised,” Dillon said.

“I just hope he has a sense of humor or else Jaroch’s…” Hawkins trailed off. They sat in silence watching the colossal Kirk moving off with his prize.



“What the hell happened?” Debbie demanded. As soon as the lights went out, she, Claudia, and Ensign Carr had grabbed emergency flashlights to try and figure out what had gone wrong.

“I don’t know,” Claudia said. “Everything was fine, then suddenly, it wasn’t.”

“Just a thought here, folks, but why don’t we check out the reactor,” Carr said, walking over to the reactor room door.

“We can’t,” Debbie said.

“Why not?”

“The doors operate on electronic locks. When the power went out, so did all the power to the locks. We can’t open them without power from the reactor.”

“Can we get to the reactor through another room?” Carr asked.

“Maybe,” Debbie replied. “If we could leave this one, which we can’t because the door’s locked.”

“Let me get this straight,” Carr said. She held her hands together to keep from lashing out and hurting someone. “We can’t get out without power. But to get power, we have to get out.”

“That’s about the size of it,” Claudia said.

“Whose moronic idea was that!” Carr screamed angrily.

“It’s just a little design flaw,” Debbie said. “We’ll know better next time around.”

“Next time! What about now? We’re trapped in here! And what about my people? Are they stuck too?”

“The loss of power would shut down the car,” Claudia said quietly.

“What about the security force fields?” Carr asked, dreading the answer.

“Those are down, too.”

“Fantastic. Just fantastic. You’ve built a real death trap here, Ms. Wagner,” Carr said.

“They’re just bugs in the system,” Debbie said. “We’ll get everything straightened out.”

“How?” Carr said.

“I don’t know, but I’m sure we’ll think of something. Maybe Ray will come get us.”

“Ray!” Carr said. “He ran out of here just before we lost power. Could he have done something?”

“Perhaps, but I don’t see what,” Claudia said. Carr ran over to the window looking into the reactor room and pointed her flashlight inside. The room was square with fifteen foot long walls lined with computer consoles and monitors. The center of the room was dominated by a cylindrical metal column, which housed the park’s power reactor. A large black outlet was its main external feature. On the ground lay a wire which ended in a plug that looked suspiciously like it fit into the outlet on the reactor.

“I think I found the problem,” Carr said gravely.

“You did? Great,” Debbie said, running over. Carr shined her flashlight on the outlet, then the plug. “Oh, Ray must have accidently knocked the plug out of the reactor. No problem. We just have to plug it back in.”

“Which means that we have to get in the room to plug it in. Which means that we need power to open the damn door,” Carr said angrily.

“Well, yes, there is that problem,” Debbie said.

“And why does it even have a plug! This is the 24th century! We’re in serious trouble here. My people are too.”

“We’re fine, and so are they,” Debbie said. “Claudia, what was the car’s last position.”

“They were just about to arrive at the Kirk exhibit.”

“Well, Commander Dillon and Lieutenant Commander Jaroch are fine anyway,” Debbie said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Carr said.

“Lieutenant Hawkins is female. And Kirk has a…let’s call it a tendency…to…go after anything that happens to be…female.” Carr slumped against the reactor room door and put her head in her hands.

“Are you all right, Ensign?” Debbie asked.

“I…am…going…to…KILL…you,” Carr replied, breathing heavily.

“Calm down,” Debbie said. Carr let out a scream and lunged at Debbie.

“This is all your fault!” Carr shouted. She tackled Debbie, grabbed her by the throat, and started pounding it into the floor. “Your fault! Your fault! Your fault!”

“Claudia!” Debbie gasped. Claudia grabbed Carr and dragged her off of Debbie.

“Your fault. I committed assault, because it’s your fault.” Carr started giggling hysterically.

“I think she’s losing it,” Debbie said, picking herself up off the floor.

“You’re a moron, so you can’t live on,” Carr said.

“Why is she rhyming everything?” Debbie asked.

“I don’t know,” Claudia said.

“So to death you go,” Carr said.

“You’re not helping the situation,” Debbie said.

“And you’re a major irritation,” Carr shot back. “But now we must restart the reactor post haste, so no more time in bickering can we waste. My friends’ lives are most assuredly at stake, and if they die, your necks I will break. I hope I’ve made myself perfectly clear; I expect that you’ll cooperate if you hold your lives dear.”

“So, do you have a plan?” Debbie asked.

“Not as of yet, but in time, a plan I shall get.”

“Good. But in the meantime, please don’t talk,” Debbie said.



Chapter Seventeen



Lieutenant Craig Porter paced the small room he and Dr. Nelson had been placed in looking for a way to escape, all the while wondering if he should even try to escape. Nelson was recovering from her surgery well, but she was still in no condition to do anything as active and dangerous as attempting to escape from the Hinaree. The Hinaree leader, who had introduced herself as Ouren Preol, seemed friendly enough now, but Porter was sure that she wouldn’t hesitate to have them killed if they tried to escape. What a waste that would be. Nelson risks her life and has Midon put inside her only to be killed an hour after the operation. Escape would have to wait. Besides, Lieutenant Commander Morales could save them. Of course, first he’d have to figure out that they hadn’t been obliterated in the explosion at the lab. It just did not look like a good situation.

“I’m really starting to wish I was still a minor character,” Porter muttered.

“Please repeat yourself. I did not hear you,” Nelson said softly, startling Porter. She had been laying on the one cot in the small, wooden room from the moment that they had been put there and hadn’t said a word.

“It was nothing,” Porter replied. “I didn’t realize that you were awake.”

“I have not slept,” Nelson said. She sat up slowly. “I…we have needed time to adjust.”

“I’d guess so. I would think that it’d be kind of a big deal to suddenly have another mind inside you.”

“It is not quite like that. It’s more like our two minds have become one…most of the time.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Porter said.

“It’s strange. Most Bracktians, upon joining with a Brackto, immediately become one new consciousness. I feel more like I have three,” Nelson replied.

“Three! Hold on a second.”

“It’s really quite simple. There is Amelia, Midon, and the combination of the two.”

“Amelia, it doesn’t sound like this is working,” Porter said. “We’ve got to get you to a doctor.”

“Please call me Amedon, and I…we…are a doctor.”

“I mean a doctor with some scanners. You both…all three of you…god, this sounds weird…you all could be in danger.”

“I thank you for your concern, Lieutenant, but I believe that I, meaning Amedon, am fine,” Nelson said.

“Just the same, I want to get you checked out.”

“Fine, but I don’t think that our current situation is lending itself to hopping down to a hospital.”

“Good point,” Porter said. “Hopefully, Lieutenant Commander Morales is looking…” They heard footsteps outside the door. Porter fell silent. The door swung open, and Preol entered with an armed guard.

“Are you both well?” Preol asked.

“Well, the room’s clean, but we’re out of towels and the view sucks,” Porter said.

“I think that the only thing I like less than Starfleet officers’ high and mighty attitudes is their sense of humor,” Preol said.

“But we’re lots of fun at parties,” Porter replied.

“Lieutenant, please shut up before you get us both killed,” Nelson said.

“Oh, there’s no danger of that, Doctor,” Preol said. “Your value as hostages far exceeds any annoyance that Lieutenant Porter’s jokes could cause.”

“I don’t think that the Federation will do anything to get our release,” Nelson said.

“Thanks for the optimism, Doc,” Porter said.

“I do not need the Federation to do anything,” Preol replied. “I am counting on the government’s desire to gain entrance into the Federation. I think that President Bathena will do anything to ensure your release.”



“I don’t care if they start sending them here a piece at a time, I’m not giving the Hinaree a damn thing,” President Bathena shouted, rising from her desk as Lieutenant Commander Morales, Lieutenant Russell, and Yeoman Jones sat across from her watching her tirade.

“We are not asking you to do anything,” Morales said. “The knowledge that they’re alive gives us some hope of rescuing them, however.”

“Rescue? Right. That means you have to get to their base, which is impossible,” Bathena said.

“Do you know where their base is?” Russell asked.

“They have a little fort up in the mountains north of town. We’ve sent fighters and ground units, but they’ve all been destroyed. But if you gave us some of your technology…”

“We can’t do that,” Morales said. “But, if you give us permission, we may be able to handle the Hinaree ourselves.”

“Feel free. Our air space is your air space,” Bathena said, sitting down with a sigh.

“Thank you, Ms. President,” Morales said, rising from his chair. “I’m sure that the Federation Council will take how cooperative you’ve been into consideration when they review your application for membership.” He walked out of the office followed by Russell and Jones.

“So what do we do now?” Jones asked.

“Russell, how easy do you think it’ll be to find this base with the runabout’s sensors?” Morales asked.

“Incredibly easy…unless they’ve got a lot of settlements up in those mountains,” Russell replied.

“I doubt it. I don’t think the government would send fully armed attack units into populated areas.”

“I hope not,” Jones said.

“Morales to Hudson,” Morales said, slapping his commbadge. “Three to beam up. Energize.”

The three officers rematerialized in the cockpit of the runabout. Russell immediately sat down in the co-pilot’s seat and started running scans.

“Jones, I need a complete run-down of all the equipment that we have on board,” Morales said as he headed to the pilot’s chair. “Focus on what we could use to get in and out of a heavily-armed installation.”

“We’ve got phasers,” Jones said, feeling like she was stating the obvious.

“I know that. I mean like rope and stuff,” Morales said.

“I’ll go look,” Jones said confused.

“I think I’ve found them,” Russell said as soon as Jones left the cockpit. He hit a few buttons causing an image of the planet’s surface to appear on the monitor next to Morales. It showed mountains, but no structures. The only weird thing was a black spot in the middle of the map.

“Where?” Morales asked.

“The black spot. Our sensors can’t scan it, which says to me that somebody’s trying to hide something there and is jamming our sensors.”

“You know, if this planet had put its technological research into something other than jamming fields, this would all be a hell of a lot easier,” Morales said. “Actually, I’d prefer that they devoted themselves to farming or something, so we didn’t have to deal with them.”

“Jones to Morales.”

“What is it, Yeoman?” Morales said.

“We’ve got four phasers, two med-kits, and a couple of emergency transport beacons and emergency transport armbands,” she said.

“No rope?”

“No rope.”

“What is it with you and rope?” Russell asked.

“It’s useful stuff,” Morales said. “You should always have rope with you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Russell said, turning back to his console.

“Try replicating a fifty foot coil of rope,” Morales said.

“I’ll see what I can do. Jones out.”

“We’ve got ten photon torpedoes, right?” Morales asked.

“What? Oh yeah, ten photo-torps and eight phaser banks,” Russell said, reciting the tech specs of the runabout.

“All right, we’ll save the torpedoes for any ground based missile launchers. You’ll have to take out any air vehicles with the phasers,” Morales said.

“What are you talking about?” Russell said. “You aren’t thinking of taking this thing down to the surface are you?”

“That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” Morales said.

“That would take an expert pilot, which I’m not.”

“But I am,” Morales said. “I joined Starfleet as a shuttle pilot. I’m going to fly us down, then you and Jones can beam in and find Porter and Nelson.”

“Then why are you worried about the weapons? We’ll just go down with the shields up and…”

“Lieutenant, you of all people know that shields and planetary atmospheres don’t get along,” Morales said. “We’ll be fine as long as no missiles hit us. I’m sure that you won’t let that happen.”

“Gotcha,” Russell said. Russell brought up a tactical readout as Morales started the runabout on its descent. Russell’s hands started to sweat. He wasn’t used to operating ship’s weapons; he was used to a hand phaser. Oh well. No pressure. Yeah, right.



Chapter Eighteen



A weight pulled at Ensign Carr’s mind. She was overlooking a very obvious solution to her problem. The feeling tugged at her mind, her legs, and her chest…her chest. She slapped her commbadge quickly, silently cursing herself for not noticing it sooner.

“Carr to Dillon.” Nothing.

“Carr to Jaroch.” Nothing.

“Carr to Hawkins.”



Lieutenant Hawkins felt a slight vibration coming from the communicator on her chest. She wasn’t sure whether or not it was somebody trying to reach her, but she wasn’t going to take that risk. If it was someone, then the speaker module in the commbadge had been busted in the fall. Hopefully, the transmitter was still working, though.

“Hawkins here, can you read me?” she said, tapping her badge. She looked over at Dillon who was sitting next to her anxiously. His commbadge had come off completely during the crash. It was probably on the forest floor somewhere.



“Haw….re….ed…e.” These few syllables were almost buried in the deafening static emanating from Carr’s commbadge. She could tell that it was Lieutenant Hawkins’ voice, but she couldn’t understand a bit of what Hawkins was telling her. Hopefully, Hawkins and the others were OK. At least she knew that Hawkins was alive.

“I don’t see how they could help us,” Debbie said from a chair across the room. “They’re at least five miles from this building, and, even if they got back her, they couldn’t get in because the doors are locked.”

“I wanted to know if they were alive. Is that okay with you?” Carr said angrily. Debbie did have a point though. Dillon, Jaroch, and Hawkins couldn’t help her out of this mess. Somehow, she had do get into the reactor room and plug it back in.

The first thing to do was try the obvious. She walked over to one of the computer consoles, grabbed a chair, and rolled it back over to the window. With an angry cry, she hoisted it up and threw the chair against the window with all of her might. The chair bounced off and hit the floor. The window didn’t so much as quiver.

So much for that, Carr thought.

“It’s transparent aluminum,” Debbie said. “Unbreakable.”

“Great. Just great,” Carr said.



“Was that a person?” Dillon asked.

“I don’t know,” Hawkins said. With the speaker on the commbadge broken, she had no idea if anyone had tried to contact her or not.

“That could have been Jaroch. He could be in trouble,” Dillon said. He stood up, wincing in pain as he did so, and started pacing the wreckage of the passenger car.

“Could be in trouble?” Hawkins said. “He was carried away by a fifty-foot-high sex fiend. I think that goes beyond trouble.”

“Sorry,” Dillon said softly. Hawkins got up and walked over to him.

“You okay?”

“This isn’t the way I had pictured going out,” Dillon said.

“We aren’t going to die here,” Hawkins said firmly. “We are going to make it.”

“I meant us,” Dillon said.

“What?” A cold blast of realization went through Hawkins. Dillon meant going out in a completely different sense. “Travis, I didn’t know that you…”

“Well, I do.” He walked over to the window. “I just didn’t realize that you and Jaroch were already seeing each other.”

“Me and Jaroch? What gave you that idea?” Hawkins said almost laughing. Dillon turned around and stared at her.

“You mean you two aren’t… But I thought you kissed me to try and make Jaroch jealous, so I thought you two were seeing each other already.”

“Travis, that’s the most fucked up logic I ever heard!”

“I’m glad. So you really kissed me because it was me?” His heart raced. There was hope now that she really did feel something for him.

“Actually, at the time I was trying to make Jaroch sick,” Hawkins said. Dillon’s face drooped. “But afterwards I think it meant something. It did mean something.” Hawkins sat back down on the floor. Admitting that to Dillon had taken more out of her than she had expected. This revealing feelings stuff was tough. And if was this bad for her, Dillon must be having an all-out internal war with himself. He was the king of not saying what he was feeling. It had taken her two months to get him to be open with her about his normal feelings. This was a whole new deal.

Dillon came over and sat down next to her. He rubbed his hands back and forth across his knees nervously.

“I’m in love with you, Patricia,” he said. The words came out so quickly that they blended into each other.

“I…” Another loud scream sounded very close by and shook the entire passenger car.



Lieutenant Commander Jaroch had lost consciousness the second that Kirk’s giant hand wrapped around him. Upon waking up, Jaroch decided that going unconscious had probably been a good move. He wished he was still there. As it was, he was still in Kirk’s hand and being waved back and forth as Kirk walked. The impact as Kirk’s feet hit the ground with each step rattled Jaroch’s whole body. Escape did not seem possible at the moment, but Jaroch found himself wondering why he was in this predicament in the first place. Kirk had been quite clearly shouting “woman,” and Jaroch was definitely not a woman.

He would have really liked to get to his commbadge and call for help, but, as it was, his left arm was pinned between his side and Kirk’s palm and his right arm was pointed straight up and pressing against the side of his head. Jaroch decided that, all in all, he was not in the most comfortable position.

Kirk finally stopped his walking and, by the sudden loss of altitude, Jaroch gathered he sat down. The hand surrounding Jaroch opened revealing the giant face of Kirk staring right at him.

“Woman?” Kirk gently prodded Jaroch’s chest.

“NO WOMAN!”

Jaroch gathered that he was in big trouble.



“It’s not going to work.” Carr ignored Debbie’s pessimism and continued trying to get her newly-found strip of metal between the window frame and the wall itself. After two more minutes of attempts, she flung the metal to the ground angrily.

“Damn it! I need a phaser to get into that thing!” Carr shouted.

“The doors and walls are duranium,” Debbie said. “You’d need one hell of a big phaser, which, considering you don’t even have a small phaser, is a pointless dream.” Carr really wished that she’d brought some kind of weapon off of the shuttlecraft. Shuttlecraft! No wait, they aren’t armed. Damn! She’d forgotten the obvious again.

Well, she thought, if I knew everything, I’d be an admiral by now. She tapped her commbadge.

“Carr to Ballard.”

“Shuttlecraft computer responding,” the monotone computer voice replied.

“Lock transporter on my coordinates and energize.”

“What about us?” Debbie shouted as the blue energy surrounded Carr. Carr just waved until there was nothing left of her in the room.



“Start pre-flight check,” Carr ordered as soon as she materialized on the shuttle.

“System check engaged.” Carr sat down in the pilot’s chair and activated the scanners. She was getting life-signs inside the building, but nothing outside. She slammed her fist down on the controls.

“Damn it! The outside wall of this whole damn building is duranium.” The shuttle’s sensors were useless to check where Dillon, Hawkins, and Jaroch were, but they still could scan the building. She checked the readouts. The control center was on the top floor, but she wasn’t getting a reading on the reactor room. The duranium was seeing to it that the computer just registered a blank space in the floor plan. Normally, she could just beam in and plug the reactor back in, but without accurate scans of the room, Carr was afraid of accidently beaming inside a piece of equipment or something.

“Pre-flight check complete,” the computer reported.

“Computer, open the docking bay doors.”

“Unable to comply. Door system has no power.” Carr was expecting that. Well, on the bright side, she wasn’t trapped in the control center anymore. Unfortunately, she was now trapped in the docking bay.

Carr looked back down at the scan of the building. A spot in the upper left hand corner of the blank area covering the reactor room caught her eye.

“Computer, identify image in section L-L-Five of the sensor scan.”

“This is a ventilation shaft. The room beyond is unable to be scanned due to the presence of a material…”

“That’s enough.” A ventilation shaft…which probably led to the roof, which she couldn’t get to because she was stuck in the docking bay. She needed a way to get up to the roof.

Carr got up and walked out of the shuttle. The docking bay was empty except for two hovercars parked near the right wall. She looked up at the roof and back at the hovercars. If one of them hit the roof with enough force, it might be enough to at least weaken the duranium. She ran over to the hovercar and programmed the course into it.

The hovercar rose up into the air and started doing laps around the docking bay to build up speed. It wasn’t a large vehicle, so it needed to build up as much momentum as possible before it hit in order to even make a dent.

After a few seconds, the car shot upward, slamming into the ceiling of the docking bay. The room shook from the force of the blow, and metal debris rained down from the demolished vehicle. Carr dove inside the shuttle for cover, just avoiding a massive chunk that would have sliced her in two.

Once the metal storm had subsided, Carr grabbed a tricorder and walked back out into the bay. A small shaft of sunlight shone onto the front of the shuttle through a new little hole in the roof of the docking bay. She scanned it with her tricorder revealing that the duranium around the hole had been weakened considerably.

“Jackpot,” Carr said. She got a phaser rifle out of the shuttle’s weapon’s locker, powered it up to maximum, then opened fire on the small hole in the ceiling. The roof around it glowed red then white then finally gave way, opening a six foot diameter gap to the outdoors.

Carr climbed into the other hovercar and flew it up to the ceiling. The vehicle wasn’t narrow enough to make it through, but she able to climb out of it, through the hole, and onto the roof. Phaser rifle in one hand and tricorder in the other, Carr made her way towards the ventilation shaft.



Chapter Nineteen



After Preol had finished her gloating or intimidating or whatever she was trying to accomplish by visiting them, Lieutenant Porter and Dr. Nelson had been left alone again.

Nelson had recovered from her operation well enough to stand up and start moving around the room by herself. Porter took the time to lay down on the cot to rest. He knew that an escape opportunity would present itself. He just had to be ready for it.

Nelson’s abdominal area growled loudly startling Porter. He leapt off of the cot and rushed over to her.

“Are you okay?” he demanded. “Is something wrong with Midon?”

“I’m hungry,” Nelson said.

“Oh. I thought that…”

“I know. Thanks for your concern, but I would just like some food.”

“Good point. We haven’t been fed yet,” Porter said. He walked over and pounded on the room door.

“What?” the guard outside shouted.

“We need to eat. You can’t just keep us in here without feeding us,” Porter said.

“All right. I’ll see what I can do,” the guard replied. Through the door, Porter could hear his footsteps fading down the corridor. He took up position beside the door so that when the guard returned and entered the room, Porter would be hidden from view.

“Please tell me that you aren’t about to do what I think you’re going to,” Nelson said, shaking her head.

“What? It’s an escape plan,” Porter said.

“I seriously doubt that it’s going to work.”

“Is that you or Midon talking?”

“Both of us,” Nelson said. “We both think it’s a stupid idea.”

“Fine. I’ll accept your apologies when I’ve gotten us out of here.”

“Right.”

Porter heard two sets of footsteps approaching and motioned for Nelson to be quiet.

The door opened, and an armed guard stepped in, weapon raised. Beyond the guard, Nelson could see another Hinaree holding a food tray.

“Where’s the other one?” the guard demanded.

“Right here!” Porter shouted from behind the door. He slammed the door onto the guard. The guard, knocked off-balance, staggered sideways. The other Hinaree dropped the food tray and charged into the room. Nelson raced over to the off-kilter guard and grabbed his weapon. Porter intercepted the other Hinaree, blocking his attempt to help the guard. The guard, having recovered enough to notice that someone was taking his weapon, slammed Nelson in the gut with the hand he wasn’t using to hold onto his gun. Nelson felt Midon convulse inside of her. Amedon ceased to exist as Amelia and Midon fell to the ground and separately dealt with the pain inflicted on them. Another convulsion. Something was definitely wrong.

The Hinaree in front of Porter grabbed Porter’s shoulders and attempted to slam him into the back wall of the cell. Porter smashed his knee into the Hinaree’s groin. The Hinaree hit the ground with a thud and started wailing. Pleased with himself, Porter turned to go after the guard and found himself staring into barrel of the guard’s gun.

“I should kill you right now,” the guard said.

“Come on,” Porter said, smiling weakly. “Don’t we even get points for effort?”

“When Preol is informed of this, you will have much less to smile about. She may decide that one hostage is more than sufficient.”

“Porter…Craig,” Nelson gasped, painfully pulling herself up off the floor. “The symbiont. In trouble.” She clutched her stomach as another wave of pain rolled through her abdomen.

“She is joined!” the guard shouted, turning his weapon on Nelson.

“Wait a second!” Porter shouted. “You can’t just…” An alarm started blaring.

“All personnel to battle stations!” Preol’s voice said over the loudspeakers. “We are under attack!” The guard looked at the door, then back at Nelson.

“I’ll inform Preol, and, after we repel the invaders, you both will be dealt with.” He stormed out of the room, followed by the other Hinaree who was walking a bit funny now. They slammed the cell door shut, locking Porter and Nelson back in.

“Well, that could have gone better,” Porter mumbled.



“Preol! Preol! The human female is joined!”

Preol turned away from the tactical display in front of her to see who was shouting. Koller had just run in. He was panting from lack of air.

“The human woman is carrying a Brackto,” Koller gasped.

“Did you kill it?” Preol asked.

“No. I wanted to inform you first.”

“You should have killed her, but we have no time for that now. Man your station,” Preol said. Koller went over to his station. All eight of Preol’s group of Hinaree had now assembled.

“The intruder is entering range.”

“Identify,” Preol said.

“It’s nothing I recognize. The government must have something new, or it’s…”

“Starfleet,” Preol said. “Lock all weapons and fire. Launch all of the robotic drones.”



“Incoming,” Russell said. His scopes had suddenly filled with targets, all of which were homing in on the runabout.

“I see them. Fire away, Lieutenant,” Morales said. He put the runabout into a dive.

“They’re moving so fast that I can’t get a phaser lock!”

“Then, I guess you’re going to have to improvise.”

“Aye, sir. Speed up and try to get them behind us.”

“Got it.” The runabout shot forward forcing the missiles to loop around to reacquire the ship. Russell quickly reprogrammed the phaser banks and got ready to fire. “They’re all back there and gaining. Whatever you’re going to do, do it fast.”

“Aye, sir. Pull up, now!” Russell pressed the fire button just as Morales changed course. The rear phaser banks fired a wide beam into the mass of missiles. As the runabout rose, the beam fanned downward, destroying the entire barrage.

“Good work, Russell!” Morales said. More contacts appeared on his monitor. “But we’ve got more guests coming.”

Russell looked back at his tactical scope. “They aren’t missiles this time,” he said, looking at a scan of one of the twenty objects heading toward the runabout. “They’re some kind of unmanned craft.”

“Weapons?”

“Projectiles. Not even capable of penetrating the runabout’s hull…sir! I’m reading energy surges beyond the craft! I read something similar just before those missiles came at us. They could be the launch sites preparing to fire again.”

“Transfer the coordinates to my screen,” Morales said. He flew past the drones, ignoring the shower of bullets they rained on the runabout. The launchers were coming into view. A ring of them sat on the face of a mountain. On top of that mountain, Morales could see the fort. “Lock phasers and fire!” Russell obeyed. In seconds, the runabout’s phasers obliterated the missiles launchers before they could fire their next volley.

“That’s all of them,” Russell said.

“Get Jones and beam down. Contact me as soon as you’ve found Porter and Dr. Nelson.”



“Launchers destroyed.”

“The drones’ weapon systems have had no effect.”

“Damn!” Preol shouted. “Send the drones after that ship. Ram it to the ground!”



Russell and Jones materialized in an empty hallway, phasers drawn. The wood planks reminded Jones of one of the original buildings on her home colony. She shuddered.

“Something wrong?” Russell asked.

“This place reminds me of home.”

“Usually that’s a good thing.”

“Not for me,” Jones said.

“Gotcha.” With his free hand, he pulled out his tricorder. He felt kind of weird carrying two phasers, but he’d brought an extra along for Porter when they found him. “I’m reading eleven life-forms in all. Eight behind us. Three to our right.”

“There’s a wall to our right,” Jones said, looking at the wood beside her.

“I didn’t mean directly to our right. Come on.” He walked down the hall followed by Jones.



Morales circled above the fort waiting for Russell and Jones to signal him. He almost didn’t notice the targets on his scope getting closer.

What the hell are they doing, he thought. They were still coming, and they were accelerating. Morales was confused. The drones’ weapons couldn’t possibly harm the runabout. The only thing they could be doing was…trying to ram him!

“Computer, lock phasers on incoming targets and fire!” The computer fired. Two drones were destroyed leaving eighteen more. The phasers weren’t going to work on narrow beam, and, without Russell, he couldn’t reprogram them.

Morales turned the runabout away from the fort and headed into the maze of mountain peaks.

“Computer, continue firing phasers at any targets you can get a lock on.”

He soared in close to one of the peaks then, as soon as he had passed it, turned in a bit so that the peak was directly behind the runabout. Four of the drones rammed into the peak before the dirt and stone gave way, sending a hail of debris hurtling down the mountain side.

“Firing phasers,” the computer said. Two more blips disappeared from the scope.

“A few more minutes, and I’m going to be all out of guests,” Morales said laughing.



“Intruder alert!”

“How did they get in?” Koller asked.

“Damn Starfleet technology!” Preol said. “Where are they?”

“Approaching the prisoners.”

“Let’s go,” Preol said, heading toward the weapon’s locker on the other side of the control room.

“What about the Starfleet ship?”

“Our drones will keep it busy.”



“They’re in here,” Russell said.

“Stand back,” Jones said. “HIYAA!” She kicked in the door. Russell ran in and was immediately clubbed to the ground. Jones raised her phaser and fired a blast into the room. “Surrender or die!” It was melodramatic, but if it worked, who cared?

“Jones?” Porter’s voice asked.

“Are you alright?” she asked walking into the room. Porter was standing by the door and Nelson was laying on a cot. She did not look well.

“I’m fine. Sean…not so much. Sorry about that, buddy.”

“It’s ok,” Russell said with a grunt, getting back to his feet. “You still don’t have any upper body strength.”

“Uh huh. That’s why you hit the floor so quickly.”

“Can we do this later? Where’s the Hinaree?” Jones asked.

“What Hinaree?” Porter said.

“We read three life-forms in here. We assumed that…”

“That would be Amedon,” Porter said, gesturing at the cot.

“What?”

“In order to save Midon from the Hinaree, Nelson joined with it.”

“Is she alright?”

“I don’t think so. She lost consciousness a few minutes ago. A Hinaree hit her in the gut.”

“Get ready,” they heard someone shout from down the hall. There was a rush of footsteps.

“Oh boy,” Jones said. Russell tossed Porter the extra phaser.

“Get Nelson under the cot,” Russell said. “Jones, you and I will cover the door. Russell crouched in a corner near the door, and Jones took up position behind the door. Porter gently picked up Nelson and placed her under the cot. He lay down beside her, blocking her from any incoming fire, and aimed his phaser at the door.

Russell picked off the first Hinaree through the door. Jones hit two more before the Hinaree stopped charging in.

“Contact the runabout!” Russell shouted to Porter.

“Oh yeah.” Porter slapped his commbadge. “Porter to Hudson.” He didn’t get a response.

Two Hinaree aimed their rifles into the room and started firing. Russell was able to pick one of them off, but the other ducked back.

“The jamming field is still on!” Porter shouted.

“But the runabout was inside of the field’s boundaries,” Russell said. “The only prevents scans and communications from getting inside or outside of it.”

“Then, Commander Morales must have gone outside of the field,” Porter said. “We have to shut it down.”

“Understood.” Russell changed the setting on his phaser, aimed at the wall beside the door, and fired, obliterating the wall. Three surprised Hinaree were standing on the other side. Before they had a chance to react, Jones and Porter stunned them into unconsciousness.

“Cover me,” Jones shouted. She slammed the door shut, and rushed toward the hole in the wall. She had just passed the door when it was punctured by about seventy bullets. Jones crouched down by the hole, looked out into the hall, then rolled through the hole. Two Hinaree were directly behind her and one was ahead of her. She phasered the one in front of her, and kicked out behind her, knocking the other two off-balance.

Realizing what Jones was up to, Russell got up and headed toward the hole. He saw the two Hinaree Jones had kicked staggering. With two quick phaser blasts, the rendered them immobile. Jones picked herself up, and Russell stepped out into the hallway.

“Is that all of them?” he asked. They heard footsteps fading in the distance.

“Guess not,” Jones said.



Morales looped around another mountain peak and headed straight toward the last three drones.

“Phasers firing,” the computer said. Two of the drones were destroyed.

“Raise forward shields, minimum strength,” Morales said.

“Raising shields in a planetary atmosphere is…”

“Do it anyway!” The shields crackled to life in front of the runabout, sending electric charges through the air. The last drone flew into this disturbance, frying its flight systems. The drone plummeted and crashed into the ground below. Morales headed back toward the fort.



“Where’s Preol?” Porter shouted from inside the room.

“Which one’s Preol?” Russell said.

“The female one!” Russell and Jones looked around. There were seven male bodies.

“She’s the one who got away,” Jones said. “I’ll get her.”

“No way. Give me your tricorder,” Porter said, coming through the hole. Russell handed the tricorder to him. “Keep trying to contact Commander Morales. If we don’t get Amedon help soon, she might…”

“Yeah, we know,” Russell said. Porter ran off down the hall.

“What? Did he fall for her already?” Jones asked.

“Craig? Nah. He just really hates being taken hostage,” Russell said.

“Does this happen to him often?”

“This is the first time. But he always despised it in training at the Academy. He almost shot my face off during one exercise.”



“PREOL!!!” Porter shouted. The tricorder said that she was in the room ahead of him. He pressed himself up against the wall, and opened the door. A barrage of bullets flew passed him.

“Goodbye, Stargeek!” Preol shouted, then started laughing hysterically. Porter stepped into the room.

“You were going to say goodbye without giving me a kiss?” Porter said, aiming his phaser at Preol.

“Who me?” Preol said. In a blur of movement, she raised her rifle at Porter. Porter fired and dove for the floor. The phaser bolt hit Preol just as she pulled the trigger. She fell, firing all the way. A second later, the room was silent. Porter stood up and headed back to the others.

“Did you find Preol?” Russell asked.

“She’s catching some beauty sleep. I guess I was too much for her,” Porter said.

“Morales to away team,” their commbadges barked.

“Russell here. Where were you? We almost got killed down here!”

“Sorry. I was trying to avoid being killed up here!”

“Beam us up, now,” Porter interrupted. “We have to get Dr. Nelson medical attention.”

“What about the Hinaree?” Jones asked.

“Leave them there,” Morales said.

“Leave them?”

“Yes, this isn’t our fight. We’d be interfering in the normal development of their war if we gave the Hinaree to the government.”

“But we just blew up all of their defenses. Isn’t that interfering?” Jones asked.

“Fine. We won’t interfere any more. Is that good enough for everybody? Energizing.” The away team vanished just as the Hinaree outside the room started to wake up.



The away team rematerialized in the rear section of the runabout where Morales was waiting for them.

“Get us to the nearest hospital,” Porter said as he helped Nelson to a nearby chair.

“No,” Nelson said weakly. “Get us out of here. They’ll take…” She winced as a wave of pain slammed over her.

“Take what?” Morales said.

“Terrible care of her,” Porter said. “The hospitals here have no idea how to treat a human.”

“Don’t worry, Doctor. I’ll have us back to the starbase as fast as I can,” Morales said before rushing back to the cockpit.

“You lied to him,” Jones said to Porter once Morales was gone.

“Not really. The Bracktians probably don’t know how to treat a human,” Russell said.

“And you’re backing him up,” Jones said.

“Have you got a problem with that…Yeoman?” Russell said.

“I…I guess not.”

“Good.”

The runabout raced back to Starbase 219.



Chapter Twenty



“NO WOMAN!” Kirk screamed again. He raised the arm that Jaroch was in up into the air. Jaroch could guess what would come next. Kirk would throw him down, then he would die rather horribly and painfully.

“I now entrust my life-experiences as well as those of the Yynsians of the past that reside within me,” Jaroch said, beginning the Yynsian death ritual. He was interrupted by another giant figure.

“LOGIC! LOGIC!” a giant Spock screamed. Kirk whirled around to face Spock.

“NO WOMAN!” He started swinging his arm down.

“LOGIC!” Spock reached up and grabbed Kirk’s neck. One Vulcan nerve pinch later, Kirk was falling toward the forest floor. Jaroch was able to pull himself out of Kirk’s hand before Kirk hit the ground. He saw Kirk’s toupee fly off and start floating toward him. Jaroch jumped for it, grabbed on to a tuft of fake hair, and rode the hairpiece to the ground. It provided enough padding to spare him the full force of the impact.

“Make it so!” Jaroch heard shouted in the distance, from what he believed to be the direction of the car.

“Great. I just save myself, and now I have to go after them,” Jaroch mumbled. He leapt off the toupee and ran off toward Picard’s screams.



“He’s back!” Dillon shouted. Picard’s giant face was looking down at them.

“MAKE IT SO?” Picard asked.

“What’s that supposed to me?” Hawkins asked.

“I have no idea.”

“MAKE IT SO?” Picard said, more insistently.

“I think that we’d better figure it out quick,” Hawkins said. Dillon stood up and tried to look as commanding as possible.

“I am Commander Travis Michael Dillon of the Federation Starship Secondprize. I respectfully request that you inform us of your intentions or else we will be forced to…” He fell silent. Hawkins started laughing.

“Or else we’ll what?” she said. “Travis, sometimes you are just so…”

“Can we save the insults for later?” Dillon asked.

“I was going to say adorable.”

“Really?” Dillon said, his face brightening. “Does that mean that you…?”

“Later. We have too large of an audience.”

“Right.” Dillon turned back to Picard. “Can you understand me?”

“MAKE IT SO?” Picard demanded.

“What do you want?” Dillon asked.

“MAKE IT SO!”

“What does that mean?”

“MAKE IT SO!!”

“Tell me what the hell you want before that bald head of yours blinds me, you damn moron!”

“MAKE IT SO!!!” Picard screamed angrily.

“Travis, next time, control your temper,” Hawkins said.

“MAKE IT SO!” Picard picked up the passenger car, turned it upside down, and started shaking it violently.



The sensor map made the ventilation shaft look a hell of a lot larger than it was in real life. Ensign Carr looked at it, then down at herself.

“Not a chance in hell,” she said. “A four-year-old would have trouble with this one.” She raised the phaser rifle and fired. The top of the shaft disintegrated revealing a wider shaft descending into the building. “Much better.”

Carr crawled inside, quickly making her way to the metal mesh panel leading into the reactor room. One well-placed phaser blast later, and she was able to drop down into the dim chamber. The light from outside coming through the ventilation shaft was the only illumination in the reactor room. It wasn’t much, but it was enough that she could make out the power cord.

“So much trouble for this stupid thing,” Carr muttered as she snatched it up and plugged it back in.

The entire complex lit up, blinding her briefly. The door into the reactor room opened moments later, and Debbie rushed in.

“You saved my project!” Debbie exclaimed, grabbing Andrea in a bear hug that would have put Counselor Webber to shame.

“I don’t care about your damn project,” Carr said, pushing Debbie off of her then running out into the control center. “Where are my people?!?”

“I can’t find the car,” Claudia said. “While the power was off, something must have happened. The car’s missing, and the force field emitters are damaged and inoperable.”

“Translation. My friends are out there with a bunch of giant monsters,” Carr said. She ran out of the control room.

“Does she have to call them monsters?” Debbie said.



“Hold on, Patricia!” Dillon shouted, hanging onto one of the support poles for dear life. Hawkins was clutching his leg in a death grip. If she let go, she’d fly toward the hole in the car and fall to the ground below.

“MAKE IT SO! MAKE IT SO! MAKE IT SO!” Picard screamed.

“If you’ve got any plans, Commander, now is the time,” Hawkins said. Picard shook the car again. Dillon’s lost his grip on the pole with his left arm. He and Hawkins were hanging on by the strength in his right hand, and he could feel that strength draining quickly. Dillon swung his left arm back up, trying to get his grip back, but Hawkins’ weight was pulling him down.

“I’m losing it!” he shouted.

“Travis.”

“What?”

“I love you, too.”



Jaroch ran into the clearing that the car had crashed into ready for the worst. The car wasn’t there. There were, however, two giant legs in black pants and boots. He looked up to see the giant Picard shaking the car upside down. If Dillon and Hawkins were still in there, they wouldn’t be for long with Picard shaking it like that.

“Hey, baldy!” Jaroch shouted. “I am over here!” Picard stopped shaking the car and looked down at Jaroch.

“MAKE IT SO?”

“I doubt that you have made it in years,” Jaroch said. “You’re an old loser. You lost your hair, two ships… Shall I go on? You are a waste of time.”

“MAKE IT SO!” Picard threw the car to the ground and advanced toward Jaroch. Jaroch ran off into the forest, hoping that the trees would slow Picard down enough for him to stay ahead of the giant.



“Second time today,” Dillon gasped after the car hit the ground, knocking him and Hawkins around badly. Dillon was pretty sure that a couple of ribs and his left arm were broken.

“We’re getting good at this,” Hawkins said. She was sure that she’d broken a rib and her left foot. She pulled herself over to Dillon.

“Too good. The cavalry can show up any time now,” Dillon said. Hawkins pulled herself up next to him.

“They can wait a few minutes.” She kissed him.

“Yeah, definitely,” Dillon said. They kissed again.

“Ow, that was my rib.”



Jaroch raced through the forest, dodging branches and leaping over fallen limbs. Picard was right behind him. At one point, Jaroch felt a giant foot whoosh past his head. He was getting tired, but he had to keep moving or Picard would crush him. There wasn’t too much farther to go anyway.

“MAKE IT SO!” Picard screamed.

“WOMAN!” Kirk’s voice screamed from nearby.

Perfect, Jaroch thought. Kirk pushed through a few trees and charged Picard.

“NO WOMAN!” Kirk pulled his fist back and punched Picard in the face. Picard looked at Kirk in astonishment.

“MAKE IT SO!” Picard leapt at Kirk, knocking him to the ground. Jaroch ducked behind a tree and started making his way back toward the car.

Kirk and Picard were really going at each other, exchanging volley after volley of punishing blows. Just before Jaroch moved out of sight, he saw Spock walk up to Kirk and Picard.

“LOGIC!” he screamed. Kirk and Picard stopped fighting, looked at each other, then dove at Spock. Jaroch could hear his cries of “LOGIC! LOGIC!” all the way back to the car.

Dillon and Hawkins were seated next to each other when he arrived. Both of them looked horrible. They were battered and beaten, but they were both smiling. And it wasn’t even a normal smile; it was a goofy grin. Jaroch wondered if they’d fallen into some kind of near-death delirium. Before he had a chance to find out, he heard the familiar hum of a shuttle’s engines. He looked up and saw the Secondprize shuttlecraft coming in for a landing. Seconds later, Ensign Carr ran out of the vehicle.

“Is everyone alive?” she asked anxiously.

“I believe so,” Jaroch said. “But Commander Dillon and Lieutenant Hawkins do not look well.”

“We’re fine, Jaroch,” Hawkins said. “But we would really, really like to leave now.”

“And get a great deal of medical attention,” Dillon added.

“I can fly us back to the visitor’s center right away,” Carr said.

“Forget the visitor’s center. Get us back to the starbase,” Dillon said. “I think we’ve got more than enough information for our reports.” He stood up painfully and helped Hawkins to her feet. She leaned against him, keeping the weight off of her broken foot. The two of them hobbled out of the passenger car and into the shuttle.

“Something is not right,” Jaroch said.

“What do you mean?” Carr asked.

“I cannot put my finger on it yet, but there is something very wrong with the universe.” He and Carr walked into the shuttle, where they immediately spotted Dillon and Hawkins lip-locked on the bench at the rear of the compartment. Carr screamed.

“That would be it,” Jaroch said.



Chapter Twenty-one



Captain Rydell paced the bridge of the Secondprize anxiously as Commander Beck finished up the last of the fake sensor logs. The bridge was eerily quiet. He wasn’t used to seeing it this empty. It just felt wrong. This bridge was supposed to be alive with people and voices. It was times like this that Rydell realized that the Secondprize really was just an inanimate mass of metal and circuits. The crew was what made the ship what it was.

“I’m done, sir,” Beck said, breaking into Rydell’s thoughts.

“Good.” He walked to the rear of the bridge where she was sitting at a console. “You know, Lisa, you don’t really have to call me sir anymore. We’re fellow command officers.”

“I’ve been calling you sir since you set foot on this bridge three years ago. I can’t just stop overnight,” Beck said.

The turbolift doors near Rydell’s ready room opened, and Commander Scott Baird stepped out onto the bridge.

“What the hell are you two doing here?” Baird demanded. “Don’t I have enough to do without you do getting in my way?”

“We’re just leaving,” Beck said. “We have to be in Lieutenant Terris’ office in ten minutes.”

“Give Lieutenant Pencil-neck my regards,” Baird said, walking over to the helm console. He pulled some type of tool out of his engineering kit, knelt down beside the console, and set to work.

“Captain, I’m really starting to wonder if we should be doing this,” Beck said. “Maybe Terris just needs the information for Waystation. If we give him these fakes, he could royally screw up my chances of surviving a real Multek assault.”

“What do your instincts tell you?” Rydell asked.

“That Terris is up to something.”

“Mine too. There’s always a risk in following your instincts, but most of the time, it pays off,” Rydell said. There was a loud crash from Commander Baird’s direction. Rydell and Beck whirled around and saw that Baird had completely removed the helm console, which was now sitting on the floor on its side. “What the hell are you doing?” Rydell shouted.

“It’s all gotta go,” Baird said. “The refit calls for us to get a whole new bridge.” Rydell looked around again. This was the last time he was going to see the bridge as it originally was.

“Come on, Captain,” Beck said. She had the isolinear chip with the fake sensor logs on it and was heading toward the turbolift. Rydell followed her reluctantly.

“Don’t worry, sir, you won’t even recognize the place when you get back,” Baird said.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Rydell said just before the turbolift doors closed.

He and Beck rode down to deck eight where the docking arm from the starbase was attached to the Secondprize. On their way off the ship, Rydell ducked into an equipment room and grabbed a tricorder.

“It will be a hell of a lot easier to keep an eye on Terris this way,” he explained. Beck pulled a hand phaser out of the pocket on her uniform.

“It will be a hell of a lot easier to stop him this way,” she said.

“Good idea…just in case.”



“Enter,” Terris’ voice called after Rydell pressed the door chime outside of his office. Rydell and Beck entered just as Terris jumped up out his desk chair to greet them. “Thank you for being so punctual.”

“What? Did you expect us to be late?” Rydell asked.

“Well, Captain, you do have a certain reputation among the top brass. Admiral Wagner told me that you were even fifteen minutes late to your promotion ceremony,” Terris said, laughing. Rydell was now absolutely positive that he didn’t like Terris.

“Yeah yeah,” Rydell said.

“Here’s the information you wanted,” Beck said holding out the isolinear chip. She was getting impatient. With every passing moment, she was more and more certain that Terris was a slimeball, and she wanted to hurry up and prove it. Terris immediately stopped laughing and reached for the chip.

“Thank you very much,” he said a bit too enthusiastically for Beck’s tastes. He took the chip out of her hand and went back to his desk. “I have much work to do now. I’ll hopefully see you both later.” He popped the chip into the console on his desk and started reading.

“Come on, Beck,” Rydell said. They stepped out into the corridor and sat down on the floor directly across from Terris’ office. Rydell pulled out the tricorder and started scanning.

“My instincts are screaming now,” Beck whispered.

“Mine too. But so far, he’s just sitting at his desk. He’s not trying to transmit the information anywhere or anything.”

“Well, I put an information protection program on there, so he won’t be able to alter the chip’s contents if sabotage is his motive,” Beck said.

“Motive? We haven’t even established that he’s guilty of anything,” Rydell said. He looked back at the tricorder. “He’s coming this way!” Rydell and Beck got up and ran down the corridor and around a corner. Peeking back around, they saw Terris’ office door open and Terris exit carrying the chip. He walked off in the other direction. Beck and Rydell waited a few seconds then followed him.

Tracking the isolinear chip with the tricorder allowed Rydell and Beck to stay at a discreet distance behind Terris. He descended down the decks of the starbase, stopping just two floors above the lower reactor.

“The signal’s not moving anymore,” Rydell said. “Come on.” They walked to the room where Terris went. It was a cargo bay.

“If he were innocent, why would he come here?” Beck said drawing her phaser. “Let’s go.”

“On what grounds?” Rydell asked. “If we arrest him, we have to have some kind of proof. Damn! He’s coming toward us.” He and Beck raced down the hall and ducked around another corner. Terris left the cargo bay and headed back toward the turbolift. Rydell and Beck headed for the cargo bay as soon as he was out of sight.

“What’s in here?” Beck asked looking around at the stacks of cargo containers.

“The chip for one thing,” Rydell said, looking at the tricorder. “He put it in this container.” Rydell walked over to the container he’d specified and checked its manifest. “Check the destination on container four-four-four-D.” Beck activated the cargo bay computer and checked the records.

“It’s scheduled to be picked up by the freighter Denaba in about an hour. The Denaba flight plan has it headed to the Benaki system,” Beck said.

“Which is suspiciously close to Romulan space,” Rydell said.

“The Romulans! Terris is a spy! I knew it.”

“Then you should have said something earlier, Lieutenant,” Terris said. Rydell and Beck hadn’t heard him enter the cargo bay, and now he was aiming a phaser at them. “I thought I heard some noise back here as I was getting into the turbolift.”

“I don’t think Admiral Wagner’s going to enjoy finding out that his number one boy is working for the enemy,” Rydell said.

“I’m not going to tell him,” Terris replied. “And you two definitely aren’t going to tell him.”

“You’re going to kill us?” Beck said. “You don’t think that’s going to arouse just a little suspicion?”

“Not really. But maybe it will get the starbase administrators to check the maintenance of their cargo bay airlocks a bit more closely,” Terris said. “Don’t worry, though. It won’t hurt. I’ll make sure that I stun you before ejecting you into space.”

“That’s awfully kind of you,” Rydell said.

“But we respectfully decline,” Beck said, drawing her phaser. Terris fired at her, just missing as he dove behind some containers.

“Keep him busy!” Rydell shouted. He opened up the cargo container and started digging for the isolinear chip. A phaser beam passed dangerously close to his rear end.

“You’re outnumbered, Terris!” Beck shouted, cautiously walking around the cargo bay. In the maze of containers and barrels, he could be anywhere.

“Numbers mean so little when brains are on your side,” Terris said from behind her. Beck dove to the ground just before a phaser bolt flashed over her head. She fired back blindly in his direction.

“I’ve got it!” Rydell said.

“Too bad it won’t do you any good,” Terris said. He was at the controls of the cargo transporter.

“Oh shit” were the last words Rydell managed to get out of his mouth before he and Beck dissolved in a flurry of molecules.



Chapter Twenty-two



“I don’t think I even want to know where we are,” Beck said. She and Rydell had appeared in the middle of some type of jungle at night. Alien trees towered above them as the calls various insects and animals came from all sides.

“He must have beamed us down to the planet that the starbase orbits,” Rydell said.

“Beck to starbase control,” Beck said slapping her commbadge.

“Starbase control here. What do you need?” a tired voice replied.

“Captain Alex Rydell and I are on the planet’s surface. Request immediate beam up.”

“Yeah, right. Nobody goes down there. Quit playing jokes or…”

“I’m not joking.”

“Stop wasting my time!”

“I’m not…are you still there? Hello?!? That little bastard closed the channel on me. Maybe I can get somebody else.”

“And tell them what?” Rydell asked. “That Terris beamed us down here? He’s a colleague of theirs. Our statements aren’t going to hold a lot of credibility.”

“And with the Secondprize inside the starbase we can’t contact Commander Baird either,” Beck said.

“Not unless he leaves the ship and goes out onto the starbase itself where its communications network will take over,” Rydell said.

“Fat chance of that. Remind me to write Starfleet a memo about the stupidity of the current comm systems when we get back,” Beck said.

“Will do.” He slumped down a little more.

“So we’re just going to sit here.” This inability to do anything about their situation was really getting to her.

“At least we’re alive.”

“For now.”

“That’s a real positive attitude.”

“Unfortunately, it may be a realistic one,” Rydell said, sitting down against the trunk of a tree. “I was on the original survey mission that explored this planet before the starbase was put here. Planet Nu Epsilon Twelve. Class M…barely.”

“Barely!”

“The atmosphere has high concentrations of oxygen, methane, and chlorine. The oxygen concentrations are high enough to keep us alive, but over time, the methane and chlorine will kill us.”

“Great,” Beck said, slumping down against another tree.

“If it’s any consolation, we probably won’t be here that long,” Rydell said. “The indigenous life-forms are very vicious and very carnivorous.”

“And we only have one little phaser.”

“Yep.”

“And it’s dark.”

“Yep.”

“And I bet the local animals are night-feeders.”

“Yep.”

“And we’re in really big trouble.”

“Yep.”



Commander Baird looked around the bridge at his handiwork. Actually, there wasn’t much left that could be called a bridge. Baird had ripped out every chair, every console, and every bit of carpet. It was an empty world ready to be reformed. His mind started working on new designs even though he knew that Starfleet had already finalized everything.

And we could put automatic arm restraints, a gag, and an electric shock generator in Dillon’s chair,” he thought. The turbolift opened behind him.

“It’s not done yet, O.K.?” he said.

“That’s not my problem,” an unfamiliar female voice said. He turned around and saw a woman in a blue Starfleet uniform. “I’m looking for Captain Alex Rydell,” she said, before Baird could speak.

“He’s not on board,” Baird said. “What did you need to see him about?”

“I’m the new Chief Medical Officer,” she said, extending her hand to Baird. “Doctor Elizabeth Aldridge.”

“Commander Scott Baird. I’m the Chief Engineer.”

“Looks like you’ve got your hands full,” Aldridge said, looking around.

“The joys of a refit. And it’s about damn time we had one, too.”

“I’m sure you’re very proud,” Aldridge said. “I’ll leave you to it.” She turned and headed back to the turbolift.

“Captain Rydell had a meeting with Lieutenant Terris on the starbase,” Baird called after her. “Check there.”

“Thank you.” She stepped into the turbolift. This was annoying. She gets dragged a few hundred light years to join the Secondprize, and the ship’s captain doesn’t even have the common courtesy to be around. Aldridge was getting even less pleased than she was before. What right did Starfleet have to put her on a starship anyway? She was a forensic pathologist, not a general practitioner. Dead people don’t complain about cuts and bruises, and surgery on corpses was a hell of a lot less tricky than on live beings. Starfleet didn’t understand that, however. She was a Starfleet doctor, and she had dealt with live patients in the past. That was enough for them.

It wasn’t until she was on the transport on her way to Starbase 219 that she found out that three doctors before her had turned the position down. She was the last one on the list, and Starfleet wasn’t giving her the option of saying no. She went to the Secondprize or to the brig to await a court-martial.

She finally managed to find Terris’ office fifteen minutes later. The directions that the starbase’s computer had given her ended up doing more harm than good. Grateful, to have finally navigated her way through the labyrinth, she pressed Terris’ door chime.

“Enter,” a voice called. Enter, Aldridge thought. What kind of greeting was that? It sounded so high and mighty. Too high and mighty for a lowly lieutenant.

“That’s no way to talk to a superior officer,” she said as she charged into Terris’ office. Terris was alone and seated at his desk. He stared at her, stunned.

“Who…”

“Commander Elizabeth Aldridge,” she snapped. “Where is Captain Rydell?”

Terris leapt to his feet and offered Aldridge a chair. He had no idea who this woman was, but he was sure that she had to be onto him. Why else would she come in to his office demanding to know Rydell’s whereabouts? She didn’t look like security though. She was wearing Starfleet blues, not the mustard color that security wore. A chill rushed through his body. Maybe she was S.I. Starfleet Intelligence. He had to get rid of her.

“I’m afraid that I haven’t seen him, Commander,” he said, forcing a smile.

“He had a meeting with you,” Aldridge said. She thought that Terris looked really nervous for some reason. She just wanted to know where Captain Rydell was. Why was he hiding something from her?

“Nope,” Terris said. “I’d love to chat, but I have a ton of work to do.”

“You haven’t seen Captain Rydell then?”

“Not since last night.”

“I see.” Aldridge stood up. “Sorry I bothered you.” She walked out of the office.

Something was really wrong with that boy, she thought.

She headed back toward the Secondprize to see Commander Baird. At the moment, he was the only person that she knew on the starbase besides Terris, and Terris was up to something. And that something probably concerned the whereabouts of the Secondprize’s captain.



“Make sure you use a low setting,” Rydell said. “We have to keep as much charge in that phaser as possible.” Beck aimed the phaser at the pile of sticks and dry leaves that Rydell had gathered and fired. The pile glowed and crackled as the fire spread.

“That takes care of our light problems for the time being.”

“Yep,” Rydell said softly.

“With all due respect, sir, would you please stop being so damn accepting of all of this?” Beck said.

“Accepting?”

“You haven’t said one thing about how we’re going to get out of this mess. Or done anything towards that end. Or anything at all!”

“Lisa, unless you have some old, dear friend on that starbase that you can convince to help us, we’re stuck. The crew is all either on shore-leave elsewhere, on a mission, or helping with the refit.”

“So what do you think our odds are of getting out of this?” Beck asked. Rydell pulled out his tricorder and did a quick scan.

“Well, if the atmosphere stays at its current levels, we can survive a week without significant damage. We can stay alive for two weeks.”

“Someone will surely start looking for us before then,” Beck said. “All we have to do is hold off the area wildlife until then.”

“Which is something we’re about to get some practice at. Something big is heading this way,” Rydell said. Beck aimed her phaser off into the darkness while Rydell picked up a long, sturdy-looking branch.

A soft rustling in the distance grew louder and louder.



Chapter Twenty-three



“What do you mean Terris hasn’t seen him all fucking day?” Commander Baird shouted angrily after Aldridge told him about her visit with the lieutenant. “He had a meeting with us this morning!”

“That’s what he said,” Aldridge said. She was right; Terris was hiding something.

“Why would he lie about that?” Baird said.

“You’re sure Rydell’s not on the ship?”

“Computer, locate Captain Rydell,” Baird said.

“Captain Rydell is not on the Secondprize,” the computer reported.

“Like I told you, he’s not here,” Baird said. “Did you ask the starbase computer?”

“No, after Terris acted so weird, I came straight to find you,” Aldridge said.

“Come on.” Baird grabbed Aldridge’s arm and dragged her off the bridge into the turbolift. A minute later, they walked out of the docking arm onto the starbase. “Computer, locate Captain Rydell.”

“Captain Rydell is not on Starbase 219.”

“Locate Commander Beck.”

“Commander Beck is not on Starbase 219.”

“Fuck.”

“I think we need to go have another talk with Lieutenant Terris,” Aldridge said.

“No kidding.” Baird and Aldridge headed back toward the lieutenant’s office.



The rustling of the branches became louder and more violent. Suddenly, a giant creature burst through the trees at Beck and Rydell. It was only partially lit by the fire, but Beck could see that it was about ten feet tall, five feet wide, and generally shaped like a giant rectangle with legs and a mouth. Said mouth took up almost all of the creature’s torso and was filled with long, pointy teeth. Beck couldn’t see any eyes on the thing at all. She aimed her phaser and fired. It reeled back and let out a high-pitched squeal. After one more blast, the creature turned and ran out of the clearing.

“What the hell was that?” she shouted.

“We called it a basahm. Big ass scary as hell monster.”

“Fitting,” Beck said. “Are they common?”

“You don’t want to know,” Rydell said. “On the bright side, it should be dawn in a few hours. The basahms sleep during the day.”

“I hope so. That second shot I fired was set at full power, and I just sent him running away. I don’t think I made a real dent.”

“You didn’t. We managed to kill one at around setting twelve.”

“And hand phasers only go up setting eight. Perfect.”

“The basahm will return, and he’s going to bring friends,” Rydell said.

“We’ve got to get out of here.”

“Don’t worry. Someone will realize we’re missing,” Rydell said.



“Enter,” Lieutenant Terris shouted upon hearing the door chime. These interruptions were getting annoying. It was bad enough that Rydell took the chip with the Multek information before he could ship it to his Romulan bosses. Now he had to find a way to explain it, and these interruptions were messing up his train of thought. All hopes of getting any more work done vanished when his office door opened.

Commander Baird was on him in an instant.

“If you don’t tell me what the fuck you’ve done with Captain Rydell and Commander Beck, I’m going to fucking re-upholster your chair with your fucking face,” Baird said, his hands wrapped around Terris’ throat.

“I would suggest cooperating, Lieutenant,” Aldridge said calmly from the other side of the desk. “Commander Baird’s restraint may give out soon.”

“This is restraint,” Terris gasped. They knew. They had to know. Starfleet Intelligence was going to eliminate him unless he told them what he’d done with Rydell and Beck. He felt Baird’s hands grip his neck a little tighter.

“Where are they?” Baird demanded.

“On the planet,” Terris croaked. Baird stood up without letting go of Terris, then, with a swift yank, threw him over the desk. Terris hit the ground and started moaning.

“Get the fuck up!” Baird shouted.

“Come on,” Aldridge said. Terris pulled himself up off the floor. Baird and Aldridge each grabbed an arm and led him out of the office.

Terris took them to the cargo bay where he had fought Rydell and Beck. Baird rushed over to the transporter controls while Aldridge stayed with Terris. Terris decided that he had one chance. He had to get rid of Baird and Aldridge. He swung his fist around and caught Aldridge in the gut. She doubled over as he darted toward the weapon’s locker on the far side of the cargo bay. He already had a phaser in his hand by the time Aldridge managed to call Baird’s name.

“Move away from the transporter,” Terris said. “Get over by your partner.” Baird looked down at the transporter controls. He had a lock on Beck and Rydell, but he couldn’t beam them up with Terris holding a phaser on him. Five large life-forms were moving toward Beck and Rydell’s position. He had a feeling that they probably weren’t friendly either. Baird had to act fast.



“I really don’t like the sound of this,” Beck said. Leaves were rustling louder than a torrential downpour of rain.

“Set the phaser on overload and throw it towards them,” Rydell said.

“That’ll leave us defenseless!”

“But it may send them packing and buy us some time.”

The outline of the first basahm was coming into view. Beck wasn’t positive that this was a good idea, but she set the phaser on overload anyway and threw it. Night became day for an instant as the phaser vaporized. Beck and Rydell were blinded for a few seconds, but could hear several pained basahm howls. As their vision returned, they could see that all but one of the basahms had fled. And that one was heading straight towards them.



Baird’s mind raced trying to think of a way out of the mess he and Aldridge were in. Terris was armed and too far away for him to really do anything.

“Hey, Terris,” Aldridge said. Baird and Terris turned towards her. She had taken off her commbadge, which she quickly hurled at Terris. The apex of the Starfleet insignia stabbed into his face, sending him falling backwards screaming. The phaser clattered to the floor as Terris clutched his bleeding cheek.

“Get the phaser!” Baird shouted. Aldridge was already halfway to Terris before he could get the words out of his mouth. Baird dove for the transporter console and activated it.



Rydell smacked the basahm with his stick. Before it could turn its anger on Rydell, Beck threw another stick like a javelin into its open mouth. The basahm let out another high-pitched roar and turned on Beck.

“We can’t keep this up forever!” she shouted.

“I’m open to suggestions.” Suddenly, he felt the familiar tingle of a transporter taking him apart. “This is a good one,” he said just before being turned to pure energy.



Beck and Rydell rematerialized a few seconds later in the cargo bay on Starbase 219. Commander Baird was standing at the transporter console while, on the other side of the room, a woman they didn’t recognize was attacking Lieutenant Terris.

“Glad to have you back, sir,” Baird said quickly. “I’d love to talk, but I have a butt to kick.” He ran over to the scuffle. Seconds later, Aldridge and Baird were shaking hands as Terris’ unconscious form lay on the floor.

“Good work,” Rydell said, walking over to the two of them. “I was starting to get worried down there.”

“We had things under control,” Baird said.

“If you don’t mind me asking,” Rydell said turning to Aldridge. “Who are you?”

“Doctor Elizabeth Aldridge. I’m your new Chief Medical Officer,” Aldridge said.

“I like you already.”

Terris started groaning on the floor.

“Dickhead’s awake,” Baird said.

“May I?” Rydell asked.

“By all means, sir,” Baird replied, stepping aside. Rydell gave Terris a swift kick in the head, sending him back into dreamland. “You get to do the next one, Commander,” he said to Beck.



Chapter Twenty-four



Two hours later, Terris was safely locked away in the starbase’s brig. Between the testimony of Rydell, Beck, Baird, and Aldridge and the records of Terris’ dealings with the Romulans found in his office, Terris was, as Commander Baird put it, pretty well fucked.

The four officers had gone their separate ways after giving their statements to the security officers. Dr. Aldridge went to check out the Secondprize’s sickbay, a place that she was going to be spending a lot of time from now on.

“Porter to sickbay,” a voice barked urgently over the comm system.

“Sickbay. Dr. Aldridge here,” she replied. She looked around the room quickly. As she feared, she was the only one around. If there was a medical emergency, she was going to have to handle it alone. Great. Her first time in five years dealing with a real patient, and it was an emergency situation.

“We’re on final approach to the Secondprize now, but we have an injured crewmember here. We have to get her help now!”

“I’m ready,” Aldridge said, sounding more confident than she felt. She ran over to a supply cabinet and pulled out everything useful in sight.

“We’re beaming her there now.” Seconds later, two figures materialized in sickbay. One was a bearded man in a mustard uniform. The other was a woman in science blues. She was lying on the floor and obviously in pain. “Help me get her up on the bed,” Aldridge said, rushing over to them. She and the man lifted the woman.

“My name’s Lieutenant Porter. This is Doctor Nelson,” Porter said quickly. “She’s got a symbiont inside her, and both of them are in distress.”

“Doctor Aldridge,” Aldridge said, quickly introducing herself. This situation was getting worse all the time. A symbiont! The only experience she had with those was an autopsy she’d done on a murdered Trill two years earlier. Determined to do what she could, Aldridge grabbed a medical tricorder and ran it over Nelson.

“Her system’s in some kind of shock. So is the symbiont’s,” she said. “What happened to them?”

“They were hit in a fight,” Porter said.

“That explains it.” She checked the tricorder again. “The symbiont was cut somehow. My guess is that it was slashed against a rib. The symbiont’s immune system has started reaching out and attacking Nelson’s and vice versa.”

“What can you do?” Porter asked. Aldridge grabbed a hypospray, put a cartridge in it, and pressed it against Nelson’s neck.

“I’ve just administered an immuno-suppressant. It should reduce their immune systems’ activities enough for them both to heal.”

“She’s going to be O.K.? Thank you, doctor.”

“No problem, but let’s wait to see if this works before we get too excited.”

The sickbay doors opened and three more people hobbled into the room. A man and a woman both looked really beat up. The other man with them had some minor abrasions and was helping the other two walk.

“What the hell happened to you?” Aldridge said. Jaroch, Dillon, and Hawkins stopped in their tracks and stared at the stranger in front of them.

“Uh…we…” Dillon stammered.

“We were dropped to the ground several times from a great height by fifty-foot tall Starfleet captains,” Jaroch said. Aldridge reconsidered her evaluation of the not-so-badly-injured one. He must have hit his head pretty hard to come up with something like that.

“Well, grab a bed. I’ll take care of you,” she said.

“Thank you, Doctor…” Hawkins said, fishing for Aldridge’s name.

“Aldridge. Elizabeth Aldridge.”

“Ah. Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins.”

“Commander Travis Michael Dillon, First Officer,” Dillon said. Even in severe pain, he still had to say his whole name and position.

“Lieutenant Commander Jaroch,” Jaroch said, helping Hawkins up onto a bed.

“Delighted,” Aldridge said. “Now get out of the way.”

A few minutes later, all of her patients were resting comfortably. She went into her office to take a break. In the last two hours, she’d rescued her new captain, been in a fight, mended five bones, and saved the life of one person and symbiont. It was one hell of a first day.

Her office door chime sounded.

“Come in,” she said wearily. Captain Rydell stepped into the room.

“I just came by to see how you were doing,” he said. “And to officially welcome you to the Secondprize.”

“You people certainly know how to make a first impression,” Aldridge said. “I’ve practically got a full sickbay now, and we came real close to joining them. Are things always this interesting?”

“You don’t know the meaning of interesting yet, Doctor. You’ve only met a small fraction of the crew and dealt with some run-of-the-mill injuries. Once you’ve seen Joegonitis, full-body hot chocolate burns, and a stupidity virus, then you’ll know interesting.” Rydell laughed and walked out of the office leaving Aldridge to consider what she’d gotten herself into. Joegonitis? Hot chocolate burns? Stupidity viruses?

Aldridge wondered if it was too late to accept that court-martial.



Over in the main part of sickbay, Commander Dillon looked at the other patients. They all appeared to be asleep, and Lieutenant Porter had finally left Dr. Nelson and gone back to his quarters. Dillon rolled over to face Hawkins.

“Patricia?” he whispered. She moved a bit but didn’t show any other signs of life. “Patricia?” Nothing. He reached over and touched her arm. In a streak of movement, Hawkins grabbed his wrist and yanked him to the floor. Dillon hit with a dull thud and started groaning, his knitting bones telling him that they weren’t quite knitted yet.

“Travis! I’m sorry,” Hawkins said. “It’s just a reflex. I didn’t mean to…”

“It’s O.K. I’m fine,” Dillon said, pulling himself back into bed.

They both lay in silence for a few seconds.

“Patricia?” Dillon said softly.

“What?”

“Now that we’re here and out of danger, I need to ask you something.”

“What is it, Travis?”

Dillon lay silent for a second to calm his nerves. He was scared to ask this question, but he had to know.

“Did you mean what you said? About loving me?”

“Go back to sleep, Travis,” Hawkins said.

“But…”

“Travis. Sleep.” Dillon gave up and rolled over. Hawkins fell back to sleep, smiling contentedly.



SECOND INTERMISSION:



The Destination



Chapter Twenty-five



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 50236.4. With the refit of the Secondprize and the construction of Waystation complete, the Secondprize is preparing to leave Starbase 219. The crew have returned from their various missions and shore-leaves and are in good spirits.

“The Starfleet Memorial Gardens project has been shut down after the incident that took place while my officers were there. Debbie Wagner will be staying there a long time though. She has been ordered to care for the clones she’s created for the rest of their lives.

“Much to Dr. Aldridge’s relief, sickbay has cleared out. Everyone, including Dr. Amelia Nelson and her symbiont have fully recovered. Since any attempt to remove Midon from Nelson’s body would result in both of their deaths, Starfleet and Bracktia Prime have decided to leave things as they are. Nelson won’t be prosecuted for stealing the symbiont, since she acted to save Midon’s life.

“Now that everything’s back to normal, we’re preparing to tow Waystation to its new home at the edge of Federation space near the Multek border. In a way, I envy Commander Beck. She’s about to experience the thrill of her first command. Then again, I wouldn’t want to be that close to the Multeks for that long. But I’m sure Lisa can handle it.

“Meanwhile, I get to enjoy the refitted Secondprize. It’s like we’ve been given a new start. The ship looks new. There are some new faces on board. But underneath it all, I think I’m in for at least three more bizarre years, boldly going places that even crazy people would think twice about before visiting.”



“Starbase control says we’re clear for departure,” Lieutenant Hawkins said from her newly enlarged tactical console behind the command chair. She now had one of the long, curvy ones like the ones on Galaxy class ships. It was heaven.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Captain Rydell said. He stood up from the command chair and took a step toward the viewscreen. “Clear all moorings,” Commander Dillon said from his seat at Rydell’s right.

“I’ll handle this one if you don’t mind, Number One,” Rydell said. “Clear all moorings.”

“Cleared,” Lieutenant Emily Sullivan said from the conn console.

“Ahead half thrusters. Take us into position in front of Waystation,” Rydell said. The Secondprize eased forward and maneuvered inside the giant starbase hangar until it was in front of the double saucer structure of Waystation. “Engage tractor beam.”

“Tractor beam engaged,” Ensign Kristen Larkin reported at the ops console.

“Take us out of here. Thrusters at one-third,” Rydell said.

“Aye, sir,” Sullivan replied.

“Rydell to engineering.”

“Baird here.”

“Prepare to enlarge the warp field to encompass Waystation,” Rydell said.

“All right. But don’t take us above warp four, or the field integrity will disintegrate and Waystation and us will be fucked.”

“Understood, Commander. Bridge out.”

“We’re clear of Starbase 219,” Sullivan said.

“Then let’s get going. Warp three point nine,” Rydell said. “Just to keep Commander Baird happy.”

The Secondprize leaped into warp, Waystation snugly in tow, speeding toward the edge of charted space.



“Cargo transfer with the freighter Denaba complete, Commander Salbok.”

“Thank you, Sub-Commander. Inform me when you have found our quarry.” Salbok closed the channel and looked out at the starfield in front of him. He didn’t like bringing his warbird into Federation space like this, but his superiors on Romulus had insisted upon it. Reports had reached the Romulans that the Federation had discovered a powerful race near the edge of their borders. Unfortunately, no other information was available. That was why Salbok’s warbird had been ordered to meet the Denaba. A Romulan spy was transporting complete information on the new race to them.

“Penla to Salbok.”

“Have you found the chip, Sub-Commander?”

“No, sir. We have checked all of the cargo containers, but it is not here.”

“I see.” Salbok leaned back in his chair to think. Something must have gone wrong. His superiors were not going to be very happy about this. “Thank you, Sub-Commander. I will inform Romulus. Salbok out.”



“I take it that you did not find the chip, Commander Salbok,” Senator Keldek said.

“You speak as if you expected this,” Salbok replied to the senator’s image on the viewscreen.

“We received word less than an hour ago that our operative on Starbase 219 was discovered and taken into custody.”

“Have any alternate information sources been found?” Salbok asked.

“No. The Federation is guarding its information about this better than usual. The only thing we’ve found out is that the race calls itself the Multeks and where they are located.”

“Then what is to be done?”

“I am glad you asked, Commander,” Senator Keldek said, a smile spreading across his face. Salbok started to get nervous. When a senator smiled, trouble was usually ahead. “You will go to Multek space yourself and find out all that you can.”

“Me? But taking the Kleenix that far through Federation space is inadvisable at best.”

“That’s what cloaking devices are for, Salbok. Go to the Multeks and, if they are as powerful as the reports suggest, attempt to form an alliance with them. Or, at the very least, provoke them into attacking the Federation. Keldek out.”

The screen in front of Commander Salbok went blank. Just then, the turbolift doors opened, and Sub-Commander Penla stepped out onto the bridge.

“You do not looked pleased,” Penla said.

“You are correct,” Salbok replied to his first officer. “We have been given a mission that I do not look forward to performing.”

“It’s all for the glory of the Praetor,” Penla replied with a hint of a sarcastic smile tugging at her lips.

“I don’t think that there is going to be any glory involved in this mission,” Salbok said. He turned to his helmsman. “Plot a course to Sector Forty-one point two five.”

“Course plotted and laid in.”

“Engage cloak. Ahead warp factor seven,” Salbok said. The stars on the viewscreen elongated into thin white bands as the Kleenix sped forward toward its destination.



ACT III:



The Defense



Chapter Twenty-six



“Station Log. Stardate 50248.3. Commander Lisa Beck recording. It has been a week since the Secondprize left Waystation. We are now firmly situated in Sector Forty-one point two five. The question is what happens now?

“The Multeks haven’t come anywhere near us. We can just pick up Edgeworld at the edge of our long range sensors. So far, no Multek ships have approached Edgeworld, much less us.

“The battalion of Federation Marines that are supposed to be stationed here have yet to arrive. Starfleet Command tells me that they’re waiting for someone to establish a colony first. This could mean that they won’t be here for a long time. No Federation ships have passed this way since the Secondprize dropped us off.

“The truth is that we’re out here in the middle of nowhere. This station is capable of housing six-hundred people. We currently have seventy on board, and that’s just the basic crew of the station. Starfleet Square Mall on deck three and four is empty except for Lieutenant Russell’s security office and Yeoman Jones’ Liaison Office, neither of which are doing much of anything right now. The hordes of civilian merchants and consumers that Starfleet was expecting have yet to appear. Frankly, I don’t blame them.

“On the bright side, I have my own command. I hope I don’t sound like Commander Dillon here, but this is great. I am in charge. No one questions my authority. And best of all, I finally get to do something I’ve been wanting to do since I first signed onto the Secondprize: the opening credits!



“Space… We’re in the middle of it. These are the adventures



The Producers would like to state that, since opening monologues like the one Commander Beck was about to perform have gone out of style, Star Traks: Waystation will have silent credits. Thank You.



STAR TRAKS: WAYSTATION



“Damn, that felt great! This place really feels like it’s mine now.”



Commander Beck stepped out of her office in the operations center of Waystation and took a deep breath. The smile that spread across her face since taking command of Waystation hadn’t faded one bit in the week since they arrived. She wondered how she could have been so worried about this assignment. It was a gravy job. The Multeks were staying in their borders, and there was no one else around.

Ops slowly rotated as the stars outside moved past the small portholes near the ceiling of the room. The starfield on the viewscreen which dominated the front of Waystation’s round command center was stationary, however.

Beck walked past the turbolift shaft in the center of Ops, down the step to the area in front of the viewscreen. Starfields were much more interesting to her now. These were her stars, the stars Waystation was there to watch over. She was starting to sound like a bad Starfleet training holovid.

“Enjoying the view?” Lieutenant Craig Porter said. Beck whirled toward the operations and science console to her right. He was standing right there, but she could have sworn that his console, which was right next to her office, was empty a moment ago.

“Where…?”

“I was working on the sensor relays,” Porter said, holding up a kenospanner.

“Oh.” Beck looked around at the rest of Ops again to make sure nobody else was going to sneak up on her. Russell’s tactical console on the other side of the view screen was vacant. The docking control board beyond that was unoccupied as well. That was all Beck could see from her position since the other consoles were on the other side of the main turbolift shaft that jutted up into the center of the circular room. She was pretty sure that no one was at the environmental control board or in the briefing room on that side of Ops, though.

“Somehow, I thought this assignment was going to be more exciting,” Porter said. “It’s been so quiet that I’ve had time to repair every screw up Starfleet made when they constructed this place.”

“I’m enjoying it,” Beck said. “I am finally stationed with a sane, competent crew away from egotistical martinets, psychotic weirdos, and belligerent assholes!”

“You’re not missing the Secondprize, I take it,” Porter said smiling.

“I miss some of the people, but not the overall situation.”

The turbolift behind Beck opened, and Lieutenant Sean Russell stepped out into Ops.

“No incidents to report, Commander,” Russell said. Beck turned and stared at him.

“Why would there be?” Beck asked.

“Uh…I don’t know. I was just trying to…”

“Sean, relax, will you?” Beck said. “Take it easy. I’m sure at some point you’ll have to act like a security chief, but for now, treat it as shore leave.”

Russell’s face brightened. “I’ll be in the holodeck,” he said, turning back to the turbolift. At that moment, the turbolift doors opened, and Dr. Nelson stormed out of it.

“There you are,” she said angrily, grabbing Russell by the collar. “Where’d you put it?”

“Wh…what?” Russell stammered.

“My unlogi!”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Russell said, confused. Nelson pushed him, sending him falling down the step into the area in front of the viewscreen. Beck jumped out of the way to dodge her security chief’s body.

“You took my entire supply of unlogi out of sickbay!” Nelson said.

“Oh, you mean the drug,” Russell said, realizing what Nelson was talking about. “The security scanners detected a contraband substance, so I confiscated it.”

“I thought you said there were no incidents to report,” Beck said.

“That drug is vital to my well-being,” Nelson said. “I have to have that to continue living inside this body.” Her face contorted. “Calm down, Midon. We’ll get it back.” Another contortion. “I need the drug for the continued existence of my joined mind.”

“Can’t you replicate a legal substitute?” Russell asked weakly.

“NO!”

“Sean, you got all three of them really pissed at you in one fell swoop. Is that some kind of record for you?” Porter said.

“And you’re commanding officer isn’t pleased either,” Beck said. “I’d call this an incident to report, Lieutenant.”

Russell looked back and forth between Nelson and Beck.

“I…well…but…AAAAUUUGHHH!”

“GET ME MY DRUGS!!!” Nelson shouted. Beck wasn’t sure which mind was in control, but it definitely wasn’t happy.

“Okay. Okay,” Russell said. He stood up and ran for the turbolift.

“I want to see you when you’re done, Russell,” Beck called after him.

“Yes, Commander,” Russell said.

“DRUGS NOW!” Nelson charged into the turbolift after him. The doors shut leaving Beck and Porter in silence except for the bleeping of the consoles.

“What was that about being with a sane crew, Commander?” Porter said, trying to suppress a smile.

“Forget I ever said anything.”



“Has anyone else seen this report, Captain Wuddle?” Frequoq Juletz asked.

“No, your Frequoqness,” Wuddle said. As the only Multek commander to have contact with the race of perhaps-not-imaginary beings encountered near Edgeworld, Wuddle had been given a military commission and put in charge of the task-force created to deal with the perhaps-not-imaginary menace. This report was the first he’d been able to give since taking command.

“So, there is an imaginary outpost close to our borders,” Juletz said.

“If it’s imaginary,” Wuddle said.

“I wouldn’t express these views around any of the citizenry, Captain.”

“I would never, your Frequoqness, but surely we must face the possibility of there being non-imaginary races beyond our borders.”

“Our entire society is built on the fact that we are the masters of all space. We are it! If there are any others, they must be destroyed at all costs. Our way of life depends on it. Understand?”

“I believe so, sir.”

“Good, then go get those… What did they call themselves?”

“Federations, your Frequoqness,” Wuddle said.

“Kill the Federations, then!” Juletz said. Wuddle stood up and headed toward the door of Juletz’s office. “And kill anything else you run into along the way!”

“Yes, your Frequoqness,” Wuddle said, letting the door close behind him, shutting him off from the leader of the Multek Enclave. Destroy the Federations? This could be difficult. The Federations had escaped from his brig, caused chaos among his crew and passengers, kidnapped his security chief, and damaged his ship. This time he would have a military vessel, but he was still concerned that, if the imaginaries were as real as he thought they were, he could be in some real trouble.



Chapter Twenty-seven



The Atalanta sped along at warp eight headed towards the edge of Federation space. The small ship’s one occupant was displeased at the turn his life had taken to say the least.

“Damn Alpha Centaurians,” Bradley Dillon muttered to himself. For several years, Bradley had been the owner and president of the U.S.A.: the Used Starship Alley. Unfortunately, some senile Tellarite had been unsatisfied with her spaceship purchase and reported Bradley to the Alpha Centauri authorities. They shut his lot down, confiscated all of his ships except for the Atalanta, and forcefully suggested that he find a new system in which to reside.

Bradley was irate about the whole thing. The Tellarite bought the ship “as is.” Bradley never promised that the life-support system was capable of producing oxygen. It was a travesty of justice. He was an honest businessman. What was the Alpha Centaurians problem?

To make matters worse, the Tellarite was the mother of the head of the Tellar military. Her daughter sent Bradley a loosely veiled threat that if he ever set foot near that sector again, he’d be served up for somebody’s dinner. Actually, the threat wasn’t all that loosely veiled, and Bradley took the hint.

He had heard about the new Federation outpost at the edge of explored space. He also heard that they were looking for merchants to set up shop there. It wasn’t the best possible location, but considering that his reputation was destroyed in the core worlds of the Federation, Bradley decided to head out there anyway. Surely, a business opportunity would present itself.



“Russell to Beck.”

“What is it, Lieutenant?” Beck asked, leaning back in her desk chair. She’d been trying to take a nap in her office, but hadn’t been having much luck.

“I’m detecting a ship heading toward our position from Federation space,” Lieutenant Russell reported.

“What?” Beck said, leaping out of her chair.

“There’s a ship coming in.”

Beck was out of her office and at Russell’s console before he could finish the sentence. Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales looked up from the file he had been reading and checked the docking control console.

“Confirmed, Commander,” Morales said. As Waystation’s first officer, Morales had been assigned to supervise all ships docking at the station.

“Hail them,” Beck said.

“On screen,” Morales replied.

Beck stepped down to the area in front of the viewscreen as the face of a smiling man appeared. He had red, round cheeks that reminded Beck of Santa Claus. On second look, there was something about that smile that she didn’t trust. She changed her evaluation from Santa Claus to evangelist.

“This is Commander Lisa Beck of the Federation outpost Waystation. Can we assist you?”

“Commander, what a delight,” the man replied. “Thank you for your kind offer, but I believe the question is, can I assist you? I’ve come to open a business on your facility.”

“What sort of business?”

“Details. Details. May I dock?”

“Bring him into docking arm one,” Beck said, turning to Morales.

“Thank you, Commander. Atalanta out.” The man’s face was replaced by the starfield. Something about the name Atalanta was bugging Beck. She’d heard it before but she couldn’t remember where.

“Beck to Jones.”

Down in the deserted Starfleet Square Mall, Yeoman Tina Jones sat in her Liaison Office bored out of her skull. As liaison officer, she was supposed to greet the crews of incoming ships and see to their needs, but since no one had come to Waystation yet, she’d been sitting around with nothing to do. The call from Commander Beck scared her so badly she almost fell out of her chair.

“Jones here,” she said, regaining her composure.

“There’s a ship docking at arm one. Go greet it. Beck out.”

Jones straightened her uniform and rushed out of her office. Finally, a ship had come! Commander Beck had sounded like there was something wrong, though. Jones wondered what it was, then decided that if it was anything too dangerous, Beck would have had Russell meet her at the airlock.



Back in Ops, Commander Beck rolled the name Atalanta around in her head a few more times. Where had she heard it? It was on the Secondprize, she was pretty sure. Had they encountered the ship? No. Beck had never seen this ship or this man before in her life. Somebody else saw the ship. Yes. Patricia! Patricia Hawkins had talked about it. Patricia was trapped in the holodeck…with Dillon, and they took the ship from…

“Oh no no no,” Beck said softly.



Yeoman Jones arrived at the airlock just as the Atalanta completed its docking maneuvers. The doors slid open, and a man walked out of the airlock, a big smile plastered on his face. He had a warm, round face combined with a stocky build that just emanated a kind of presence. He wasn’t very tall, no more than five foot six, but Jones was sure that he could easily dominate any room he wanted to just by walking in.

“Welcome to Waystation,” Jones said warmly. “My name’s Tina Jones, and if there’s anything you need during your stay here, don’t hesitate to let me know.”

“That’s very nice of you,” the man said. “I’m sure I’ll be taking you up on that at some point. My name’s Bradley Dillon, and I plan on being here a long time.” He held out his hand for Jones to shake. Jones’s smile vanished and was replied by a look of absolute horror.

“You…you’re…” She screamed and ran down the hall.

“DILLON! WE’VE GOT A DILLON ON BOARD!”

Bradley let his still outstretched hand fall to his side, shrugged, and walked off down the corridor. Waystation, he thought. That name indicated that they’re expecting a number of ships to be passing through here. Exploratory vessels, science ships, and colony ships. Colony ships! That was it! He had to send a few messages, but with any luck, he would be in business within the week.



“DILLON!” Jones screamed as she ran out of the turbolift into Ops.

“We know! Now, shut up!” Beck said.

“You knew? How could you…?”

“I didn’t figure it out until a couple minutes ago,” Beck said, cutting off Jones.

“Let me make sure that I’m getting all this straight,” Porter said. “The ship that Lieutenant Hawkins and Commander Dillon used to get back to the Secondprize when they were trapped by Myna in the holodeck is now docked out there.”

“That’s about the size of it,” Beck said.

“But that ship wasn’t real,” Russell said.

“The holodeck created a holographic representation of our universe, so even though the Atalanta was fake on the holodeck, there is a real one in reality,” Beck said, not sure if she was making any sense at all.

“So instead of the holographic version of Dillon’s brother that Hawkins and Dillon were trapped with, we’ve got the real thing roaming the halls of Waystation,” Morales said.

“And he just had to be the first person to come visit,” Porter said. “I’m sure some people would take this as a bad omen.”

“Are you one of them?” Beck asked.

“Yeah. I think I am.”

“Too bad,” Beck replied. “We’re going to treat Bradley Dillon like he’s not related to the Commander Dillon we know. This is a separate individual, and he deserves a chance to gain our friendship. Besides, he is the first merchant to come here. We need him to get things rolling if Waystation is ever to become successful. Understood?”

“Aye, Commander,” four dejected voices said in unison.

“Good. Now, I am going to greet our new arrival in person. You have Ops, Morales.” Beck walked into the turbolift.

“We’ve got a Dillon,” Jones squeaked weakly.



Commander Beck found Bradley Dillon wandering the Starfleet Square Mall. He was looking at the various empty storefronts, appraising each one’s benefits and drawbacks.

“Mr. Dillon?” Beck said. Bradley turned around, saw Beck, and smiled.

“Commander, how good to meet you in person,” Bradley said, coming toward her to shake her hand.

“Are you finding everything in order?”

“Order? Honestly, no. I don’t know what kind of station you’re running here, but your crew could stand to brush up on their people skills.”

“Yeoman Jones was just a little surprised to find out who you were,” Beck said.

“You’ve heard of me?”

“We served with your brother,” Beck said as evenly as possible. She wasn’t sure exactly how Bradley felt about his brother and didn’t want to offend him.

“Travis? Say no more. I’m sorry.”

“Not that we think you’re anything like him,” Beck said quickly.

“That’s comforting. I assure you that Travis and I have practically nothing in common. It’s hard to believe that we’re even from the same gene pool. But we are…I checked.” He started laughing. Beck joined him.

“He is a bit of…”

“A dork,” Bradley said.

“Tactfully put.”

“Well, enough of that. We have business to discuss. I would like to set up shop in that store space right over there.” He pointed down the hall a little bit.

“We can arrange that. What kind of business are you opening?”

“Dillon’s Pioneer Supply Depot! I plan to be the indispensable stop for any colonists heading out toward the great reaches of unexplored space.” He moved his arm in a large sweeping motion. “Anything, they’ll need, I’ll have. That reminds me. I need access to a subspace transmitter as soon as possible.”

“We’ll take care of it.”

“And permanent quarters would also be good.”

“I’ll have Yeoman Jones take care of it right away.”

“Will my quarters have a replicator?”

“Yes.”

“A good one?”

“Goodbye, Mr. Dillon,” Beck turned and walked back toward the turbolift shaft. Demanding guy, she thought. Suddenly, Lieutenant Russell ran past her at top speed. Dr. Nelson was right behind him.

“Good afternoon, Commander,” Russell shouted as he sped by.

“Where’s the rest of my unlogi?!?” Nelson screamed. She ran past Beck and slammed into Bradley, sending them both crashing to the deck. Nelson crawled over the fallen would-be businessman, scrambled to her feet, and resumed her pursuit of Russell.

“People skills, Commander,” Bradley gasped painfully.

Beck just shook her head and stepped into the turbolift.



Chapter Twenty-eight



“Station Log. Stardate 50254.7. Things at Waystation are still pretty quiet. The most activity has been down at the mall, where Bradley Dillon is setting up shop. A supply ship arrived for him yesterday, and right now Yeoman Jones is helping him with the task of getting ready to open his doors. I don’t know who he’s going to be opening for, however. We still haven’t had any colony ships head out this way.

“In brighter news, Starfleet has informed me that a small group of the Federation Marines are on their way here to make sure that everything is suitable. I’m not sure what they mean by suitable, but I guess I’m going to find out.”



“Morales to Jones.”

“Jones here.”

“There’s another ship approaching the station. Russell will meet you at arm two. Take a phaser.”

“A phaser?” Jones said nervously. “Are these people that dangerous?”

“We don’t know. This ship’s coming in from uncharted space, and we’ve only had audio contact with them.”

“Understood. Jones out.” She put down the box she was carrying and headed down the hallway of Starfleet Square Mall towards the turbolift shaft.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Bradley asked, sticking his head out of his soon-to-be-open shop.

“A ship just arrived. I’m going to meet it. It’s my job.”

“A ship? Customers!”

“We don’t know yet. It’s either customers or conquerors,” Jones said.

“Please ensure it’s the former,” Bradley said.

“Um…I don’t think I can control that, but I’ll try.”



Lieutenant Russell was already waiting outside of the airlock when Jones arrived. His phaser was drawn and ready to fire. Jones drew her phaser and took up position beside him.

“Russell to Ops. We’re ready down here.”

“All right,” Morales replied. “I’m opening the outer door.” Russell and Jones saw the door on the far side of the airlock open and a single humanoid stepped into the airlock chamber. Russell stepped closer to the airlock door and peered through the transparent aluminum window. The newcomer was humanoid, about five feet tall, and dressed totally in black. Its head was covered by a hood making it look like a fairly short grim reaper.

“It doesn’t look armed,” Russell said.

“I’m not picking up any weapons on the scanners either,” Morales said over the comm line.

“Open the airlock,” Russell said, taking a step back. The door slid aside with a hiss, allowing the figure to step into the corridor.

“On behalf of the United Federation of Planets, I would like to welcome you to Waystation,” Jones said nervously, the phaser shaking in her right hand. The hooded figure looked from Russell to Jones, then touched both of them gently on the forehead. It then pulled the hood away from its face revealing an elfish looking woman. She had short cropped back hair, thin pointy ears, similar to a Vulcan’s, but it was her eyes that caught Russell and Jones by surprise. There was no visible iris or anything, just a smooth silver surface.

“This is where I was to arrive at,” she said.

“Excuse me?” Jones said.

“The directive has been followed. I desire quarters and a chamber in which to meditate, where I may receive the curious and the needful.”

“I can help you with that, ma’am. Can I start by asking your name?” Jones said.

“I am Leximas. Take me to my quarters, and tell Commander Beck to prepare herself.”

“Looks like you’ve got this under control, Jones,” Russell said with a smirk. “No need for the security chief.”

“Go to your Operations Center now,” Leximas said to Russell. “You ARE needed there.”

“I’m getting the distinct feeling that she knows more than she’s telling us,” Russell said.

“I’m going to take her down to the civilian area and assign her a room,” Jones said. She turned to Leximas. “Please follow me.” She and the newcomer headed off down the corridor.

“Hurry up while there’s still space down there,” Russell called after her sarcastically. “We’re really starting to fill up. Two whole residents already!” Despite his tone, Russell found the encounter with Leximas very unsettling. He got in a turbolift and ordered it to Ops, just in case.



Ops was in chaos when Russell stepped out of the turbolift.

“Fantastic timing, Lieutenant,” Beck said from over by Porter’s station. “I was just about to comm you. Man your station. We’ve detected a ship headed our way from Multek space.”

“Oh, shit!” Russell said. He ran over to his tactical console and tied it in with Porter’s scanners.

“You’re absolutely positive it’s the Multeks?” Morales asked.

“The power signatures coming from the ship’s systems are very similar to those of the ship we encountered near Edgeworld,” Porter reported. “Except…”

“Except what?” Beck said.

“These are about ten times more powerful,” Porter said.

“Lovely. How long until they get here?” Beck asked.

“At present speed, twenty minutes,” Porter said.

“Morales, start hailing them on all frequencies,” Beck ordered.

“Aye, Commander.”

“Are the shield frequency modulators on line?”

“Yes, Commander,” Russell said. “Phaser banks are charged and photon torpedoes tubes are loaded.”

“I just hope that we don’t need them,” Beck said softly.



“I no longer require your presence,” Leximas said once Jones showed her to her quarters. “Thank you for your assistance.”

“You’re welcome,” Jones said. “Do you have anything that you need brought from your ship?”

“That will not be necessary.” Leximas reached inside of her robe and pulled out a small, green metal box. She touched a button on it, and a large crate appeared in the room.



“Commander!”

“What is it, Morales?” Beck asked. She hoped it wasn’t another problem.

“Leximas’ ship at arm two! It just vanished!”

“Beck to Jones.”

“Jones here.”

“Are you with Leximas?”

“Yes.”

“Tell her that her ship just disappeared.”



Jones looked a Leximas astonished.

“Tell them that all is well,” Leximas said.

“Leximas says that everything’s fine,” Jones said.

“Her ship vanishing is…fine?”

Leximas nodded sagely.

“Apparently yes.”

“If we weren’t in a crisis, but I’d probably be questioning that. No time now. Beck out.”

“Is that your ship in that crate?” Jones asked once the comm channel closed.

“No,” Leximas said, the faintest hint of a smile flashing across her face. “The transport has returned from whence it came. You may leave me now.”

“Gotcha,” Jones said, retreating gladly to the door. “Just contact me on the comm system if you need anything.”

“Thank you.”

Jones departed, leaving Leximas alone. Leximas waited a few moments, then walked out into the corridor. She found her way back to the turbolift shaft.

“Mall level,” she ordered. The turbolift shot upwards, quickly ascending through the lower saucer, up the decks of the connecting tube to the upper saucer. It finally stopped twenty decks above its starting point.

The doors opened, and Leximas stepped out into the Starfleet Square Mall. The only sign of life was coming from a storefront about fifty feet away from the turbolift shaft. Leximas walked along the corridor around to the store, where Bradley Dillon was busy unpacking merchandise.

He will be unhelpful to our future activities, her mind-guide said inside her.

I am aware, Leximas thought back.

Bradley didn’t notice her entrance into his store.

“I am Leximas,” she said. Startled, Bradley dropped the object he was holding and whirled around. “Did I scare you?”

“Not at all. The name’s Bradley Dillon,” Bradley said, walking over to Leximas. “You must be the new arrival.”

“That would be correct,” she said.

“Excellent. So, what can I do for you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, anything you could possibly need, I’ve got. This is Dillon’s Pioneer Supply Depot,” Bradley said. “The sign will be up tomorrow,” he added quickly.

“I only seek wisdom and follow my guide.”

“Guide! Have I got a guide for you?” Bradley dove into a box and pulled out a couple of isolinear chips. “This is the Official Locaaser Guide to Federation Space. It’s got every piece of information any traveler could need. And for a small additional fee, I’ll throw in Locaaser’s Risa on Five Credits a Day.”

“I believe that we are operating on differing levels of communication. I desire only wisdom and to give that wisdom to others.”

“I don’t foresee a real bright future for you in the business world,” Bradley said, turning back to his work.

“I suggest that we retreat to our quarters,” Leximas said.

“Excuse me, Miss Non-sequitur? What the hell does that have to do with anything?”

“All Waystation personnel, man your battlestations,” Beck’s voice suddenly barked over the station’s comm system.

“How’d you know this was about to happen?” Bradley demanded, turning on Leximas. She just smiled and tapped her forehead with her index finger.

“We must leave,” she said.

“I’m right behind you,” Bradley said. The two of them ran out of the store towards the turbolift. Bradley pulled a device out of his pocket, aimed it back towards his store, and pushed a button. The lights in the store went out and a security gate slammed shut. “You’ve gotta love remote controls,” Bradley said as they stepped into the turbolift.

Leximas stood silently. Her mind-guide had led her to Waystation, led her to these people. Why was still a question, but she was sure that things would become clear in time. She just had to avoid death until that time.

Bradley, rather than contemplating his own death, wondered if his store was going to be safe. A hull rupture on that level could do nasty things to his merchandise.



Chapter Twenty-nine



“The Multek ship has closed to one hundred thousand kilometers,” Russell said. On the viewscreen, the image of the sleek, Multek warship was clearly visible. It had a long, smooth hull, only broken by the two wings jutting out of the top and bottom of the vessel.

“Any response to our hails?” Beck asked.

“No,” Morales replied.

“Alright, then. Shields up. Lock weapons on target,” Beck said. She didn’t want to have to do this, but the Multeks weren’t giving her much choice.

“Energy surge on the Multek ship!” Porter shouted.

“Brace yourselves!” Beck said. The Multeks fired, sending a blue blast crashing against Waystation’s shields. “Damage report!”

“The modulator worked. Shields are holding…for now,” Russell said.

“Return fire,” Beck said. The ringed phaser banks on the tops and bottoms of each saucer section flared to life, tracking the Multek ship as it flew by Waystation. The phaser barrage was punctuated by a volley of photon torpedoes that slammed into the Multeks’ shields.

“No effect, Commander,” Porter said. “Their shields just shrugged it off.”

“This is useful,” Beck said. “Morales, keep hailing them.”

“They’re coming around again,” Russell said.

“Fire,” Beck said. “Concentrate on the source of that damn weapon.”

“Commander, I suggest that we recalibrate the phasers to the frequency that we used to get through the Multeks’ shields back on the Secondprize,” Porter said.

“Best idea I’ve heard all day,” Beck said. “Do it.” Porter ran over to Russell’s console and started working, while Russell continued hammering the Multek ship with torpedoes.

The station was rocked by another blast.

“Shields at 95 percent,” Russell said.

“How are the Multeks?” Beck asked, not really wanting to hear the answer.

“About the same,” Russell replied.

“Great, if we keep this stupidity up, we’re going to get their shields down just in time for them to destroy us,” Beck said.

“Phasers ready,” Porter said.

“Fire.”

“That hurt them!” Russell said as Porter hurried back to his console.

“Confirmed. Their shields are down fifty percent,” Porter said. “Damage to their engines.”

“We’re being hailed, Commander,” Morales said.

“So now they want to talk,” Beck said. “On screen.” A blue-haired, red-eyed Multek appeared on the screen. Beck wasn’t real sure that she was able to tell Multeks apart that well, but she thought that this one really looked like the captain of the passenger ship they encountered originally.

“This is Captain Wuddle of the Multek Enclave warship Sequaa. I demand that you surrender your imaginary selves and cease inflicting pretend damage on my ship.”

“These guys are just too adorable,” Porter muttered. Beck shot him a quick glare then turned back to the viewscreen.

“My name is Lisa Beck, commander of the Federation outpost Waystation. I thank you for ceasing these hostilities long enough for us to discuss the situation.”

“I do not see that there is much to discuss, Commander,” Wuddle replied. “You are a menace to everything we hold dear, and, therefore, you must be destroyed.”

“We are outside of your borders. How can we be a threat?” Beck asked.

“That is something that I cannot discuss in front of my subordinates.”

“Then, as a show of our peaceful intentions, I invite you to come on board Waystation,” Beck said.

“Why should I transport over to what may very well be an illusion, pretend-Commander?” Wuddle said.

“Please don’t start in with the imaginary business again,” Beck said. “If you’re who I think you are, you know as well as I do that we’re real. I hit you hard enough at our first meeting to prove that.”

“Again, that is something that I cannot discuss in front of my subordinates.”

“Fine. Then come over here. I personally guarantee your safety, and, as a further sign of our goodwill, we will not raise our shields after you have beamed on board. That way, your ship can transport you back at any time,” Beck said. Wuddle sat silently for a moment, apparently thinking about his options.

“Agreed, Commander,” Wuddle said finally. “I shall teleport over momentarily.” The screen went blank as he closed the communication.

“Lower our shields and send them the coordinates of the transporter room, Lieutenant,” Beck ordered Russell.

“Are you sure that this is such a good idea?” Russell asked.

“We’ll find out in a minute,” Beck said. “Morales, go meet our guest.” Lieutenant Commander Morales left the docking control station and stepped into the turbolift. All they could do was wait and see what the Multeks did next.



“Captain, I don’t think that this is a good idea,” Wuddle’s first officer said.

“Relax, Nubbid. I have a feeling about this,” Wuddle replied. He didn’t want to say what he really thought, which was that the imaginaries were definitely real.

“You are going to transport into the middle of empty space, sir. Even though we think that we see something out there, you and I both know that it’s only an illusion of something.”

“I’m going.”

“Wear an environmental suit.”

“No,” Wuddle said.

“At the very least, take along a security detail just in case…”

“In case of what?”

“In case the imaginaries are… Never mind. That’s silly.”

“Nubbid, I really don’t know what’s going to happen when I transport, but it’s something that I feel I have to do. Just keep a teleport lock on me. I’ll contact you if there’s a problem.” Wuddle walked off of the bridge.

“He’s lost his mind,” Nubbid said softly.



Lieutenant Commander Morales hadn’t been waiting in the transporter room long when Captain Wuddle materialized. Instead of the familiar blue effect the Federation transporter had, the Multek transporter was a gold flash rising quickly from the floor.

“Welcome aboard Waystation, Captain,” Morales said as he stepped forward. He was about to hold his hand out for Wuddle to shake, but, upon noticing the blaster at Wuddle’s side, decided that it might be interpreted as a hostile action. “My name is Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales. I’m the station’s first officer.”

“It’s real,” Wuddle said softly, looking around. He pounded his foot on the deck a few times to make sure that it was solid. Wuddle had known deep inside that the imaginaries were real ever since their fight on the bridge of his passenger ship, but actually being in their environment was another thing all together. “This is incredible.”

“I’m glad that you like it,” Morales said. “Please follow me, and I’ll take you to Commander Beck.”

“Certainly,” Wuddle said excitedly.

Wuddle couldn’t help reaching out and touching the walls around him. His mind raced. There was life outside of the Enclave. These Federations had proved it. And if the Federations existed, why not other species? There could be thousands of planets full of new life-forms and new civilizations. The possibilities were endless.

Morales and Wuddle stepped into the turbolift and ascended to Ops. Once again, Wuddle was overwhelmed by what he encountered. The entire room was filled with technology that he had never seen and had no clue how to operate. In the center of it all, stood a tall woman, with long red hair that Wuddle recognized. She was the one who first made him believe in the imaginaries when she hit him. He had a decent imagination, but it definitely wasn’t as vivid as the pain caused by her boot slamming into his midsection.

“Welcome aboard,” she said, walking over to him. “I hope that we’ve proved ourselves to you.”

“Most definitely, Commander,” Wuddle replied. She grabbed his hand and shook it.

“Good. Now then, we can try and work through this mess.”

“It’s not quite that simple, I’m afraid,” Wuddle said. Suddenly, a device on his belt started beeping. Russell had his phaser drawn and pointed at Wuddle in an instant. “It’s just my communicator,” Wuddle said nervously.

“Put it away, Lieutenant,” Beck said. Russell reluctantly holstered his phaser as Wuddle pulled out his communicator.

“Wuddle here.”

“Are you alive, sir?”

“Yes, Nubbid. I’ll contact you if I need you. Wuddle out.” He put the communicator back on his belt. “You see, Commander, my people are the problem. Our society is built on the idea that we are the only ones in the universe. We aren’t ready to accept the alternative.”

“You seem to have made the adjustment,” Beck said.

“I had no choice really. It was either that or go insane.”

“But your people can…”

“My people will do anything not to have their views challenged. Our leader has ordered me to destroy you, which I don’t want to do, but it shows you the attitude of my government. Like it or not, you are a threat to the Multek Enclave.”

“Then why did you come here?” Beck asked.

“I had to make sure that you were real. You are, but I must ask that you return me to my ship. I promise to leave here. Others will likely come, but I refuse to be the one to end your existence.”

“I’m reading a neutrino surge off to our port side,” Porter said.

“Is it the Multeks?” Beck asked.

“Negative, it’s wrong side of the station for it to be them,” Porter replied.

“Romulan warbird decloaking to port!” Russell shouted.

“That explains it,” Porter said. Beck’s command instincts took over and led her to make the next logical statement.

“Shit!”



Chapter Thirty



“Shields up,” Beck said.

“Treachery!” Wuddle shouted, drawing his blaster.

“Captain, this isn’t…”

Beck was cut off by an energy blast that narrowly missed removing her head. Russell had his phaser drawn before Wuddle could fire another shot.

“Hold it!” Russell said. Wuddle, seeing that things were not looking good, ran for the turbolift. Russell’s phaser blast hit the turbolift doors just as they closed, cutting Wuddle off from the bridge.

“Go get him. Without killing him!” Beck ordered. Russell ran into the turbolift while Morales moved to take over the tactical console. “Hail the Romulans.”

“Aye…uh…the Multeks are hailing us, but I’ve got the Romulan commander,” Morales said.

“Put the Multeks on.”

“Return Captain Wuddle, imaginary ones, or we shall pretend to destroy you for this unreal betrayal,” the image of one very angry Multek shouted.

“The other ship is not with us,” Beck said. “They are our enemies.”

“So, you have trapped us in your imaginary war. You will both be destroyed!” The Multek ended the transmission.

“Put the Romulan on,” Beck said.

“They’ve cut communication,” Morales replied. “I guess that they didn’t want to wait.”



On board the Romulan warbird Kleenix, Commander Salbok was attempting to get a reading on the situation he had blundered into. The Multek ship near the Federation outpost was defying all attempts by their sensors to scan it. This was a problem his Federation counterparts had no doubt solved, judging by the battle damage on the Multek vessel and the Federation commander’s unwillingness to talk to him. Tired of waiting for the Federation to talk to him, he decided to take matters into his own hands.

“Hail the alien vessel,” Salbok ordered.

“They’re responding.”

“On screen.”

“My name is Commander Salbok of the Romulan Empire.” All that came in reply was a deafening squeal.

“Is that a language?” Sub-Commander Penla asked.

“The Federation must be jamming communications,” Salbok said. “Power up the disruptors and prepare to fire”



“The Romulans are powering up their weapons systems,” Porter said.

“Lock weapons on the warbird,” Beck ordered.

“What about the Multeks?” Morales said.

“Keep an eye on them, too.” This was really, really getting obnoxious.

“The Romulans are firing!” Porter said just Ops was rocked by another blast.

“Shields down to seventy percent,” Morales said.

“Return fire.” On the viewscreen, they saw the Romulan ship pounded by phaser and torpedo fire.

“Their shields were weakened. Minor damage to their starboard shield generator.” Porter said.



Nubbid watched the events taking place on his viewscreen with growing anger. The newcomers had contacted him, but only to insult him by speaking gibberish. Now, they were attacking the Federations. Their little imaginary war wouldn’t have bothered Nubbid normally, but Captain Wuddle was with the Federations and in danger.

“Bring us about,” Nubbid ordered. “Lock weapons on the new imaginary vessel.”

The Multek ship turned away from Waystation and headed towards the warbird.

“Fire!” Nubbid ordered.



“They attacked us!” Penla shouted in disbelief.

“Shields down fifty percent,” the tactical officer said.

“Fifty percent! What are they shooting?” Salbok said. “Return Fire!” The Romulan weapons flared to life again, firing at the Multek ship.



“Heavy damage to the Multek vessel,” Porter said. “The disruptors cut through their shields like they weren’t even there.”

“We’ve got to do something,” Beck said.

“Our weapons aren’t going to be able to even hurt the Romulans before they have a chance to destroy the Multeks,” Morales said.

“Porter, get down to docking arm one,” Beck said.

“Arm one?” Porter asked confused. “The only thing there is…” His face brightened as he got the idea. “Bradley’s ship!”

“Now you’re with me,” Beck said. “Go!” Porter ran into the turbolift.

“There’s another ship dropping out of warp,” Morales said.

“Oh God! Who now?” Beck said as she went over to man the science console.

“It’s a runabout. They’re hailing us.”

“On screen.” The image of a tall, thin man with a thick black mustache and short cropped hair appeared on the screen. He was wearing the blue uniform of the Federation Marines.

“This is Colonel Martin Lazlo of the Federation Marine Corps. I demand to know what the hell is going on around here!”

“No time to explain,” Beck said. Suddenly, the runabout shook violently, tossing Lazlo out of his chair.

“The Romulans are attacking the runabout,” Morales said.

“At least that buys us some time for the Multeks,” Beck replied. “Lazlo, get your ship close to the station. We’ll try and cover you. There’s a docking bay at the bottom of the upper saucer. We’ll lower shields to let you in as soon as we can. Waystation out.”

“Russell to Beck.”

“Go ahead, Lieutenant,” Beck said.

“I can’t find him.”

“Hold on.” Beck checked the sensors. “He’s on deck eight near the upper saucer engineering section.”

“I’m on it. Russell out.”



“Stay ahead of them, Corporal,” Lazlo said to his pilot who was frantically trying to avoid the warbird’s disruptors. As it was, the runabout’s shields were almost gone.

“Colonel, I’m detecting a Multek on board Waystation. He’s near their engineering section,” Sergeant Kyle said from the console behind him.

“A saboteur!” Lazlo shouted. “We’ve got to get on board that station before he does anything.”

“Why don’t we just tell the station commander about him?” Kyle asked.

“We’re the marines, damn it! We don’t need Starfleet to handle things for us. We do it ourselves!”



“Beck to Porter.”

“Porter here,” Lieutenant Porter said from underneath the pilot’s console on Bradley Dillon’s ship.

“How’s it coming?”

“Not as well as I’d like. I had to get past some hellish security measures to even get on board. I’m now trying to get past the command lockout on the consoles, so we can control this thing.”

“Make it quick. The Multeks have been bought a little time, but the Romulans are going to lose interest in out runabout real quick.”

“There’s a runabout out there!” Porter shouted. “Who the hell…”

“It’s the marines,” Beck replied.

“I’ll see what short-cuts I can take. Porter out.”



“The Multek ship is closing to aft, Commander.”

“Fire rear disruptors,” Salbok ordered. He watched the image of the Federation runabout weaving around in front of the warbird.

“We missed. They’re firing.” The warbird shook slightly. “It glanced off the shields. Shields down to forty-eight percent.”



Nubbid cursed to himself as the Multeks’ blast just missed the newcomer ship.

“They’re headed back toward the imaginary Federations outpost,” his helmsman said.

“Stay with them,” Nubbid ordered. “Fire again as soon as the distortion beam is recharged.”

“The newcomer ship is firing again!” The bridge of the Multek ship shook violently as the ship was hit. “Shield generators destroyed.”

“It’s all in my head. It’s all in my head,” Nubbid chanted to himself, hoping by all that was good, decent, and Multek that he was right.



“Fire phasers on the warbird,” Beck said.

“The runabout’s too close to them,” Morales said. He saw the runabout take another glancing hit from the warbird’s disrupters. “Runabout’s shields are down!”

“Damn!” Beck watched the runabout and the warbird get closer. “Get a tractor beam on the runabout.”

“What?” Morales said.

“Do it! Then, pull them up hard. As soon as they’re clear, open fire.”

“Okay,” Morales said, his hands flying across the tactical console. The tractor beam lanced out of Waystation, catching the runabout and flinging it upwards. Before the warbird could react, a barrage of phaser fire slammed into its shields. The warbird altered its course and moved off towards the Multeks.

“Get the runabout on board,” Beck said.



Nubbid watched as the Romulan warbird closed in on his ship. The Multek vessel’s engines were severely damaged, the shields were inoperative, and the distortion beam was still a minute away from being fully charged.

“Orders, sir?” the helmsman said. Nubbid just sat in silence wondering if he was about to become the first Multek killed by figments of his imagination.



Chapter Thirty-one



Colonel Lazlo and his three subordinates charged out of their runabout the second that it touched down in the Waystation docking bay.

“Where is it, Kyle?” Lazlo demanded, lowering his phaser rifle.

“The Multek is still near engineering,” Sergeant Kyle replied, checking his tricorder. “Someone is getting close to his position, though.”

“Come on! We have to get to him before Starfleet,” Lazlo said as he started running toward the doors.



“Beck to Porter.”

“Porter here.”

“We’re running out of time, Lieutenant. The Romulans are closing in on the Multek ship fast,” Beck said.

“Just another couple of seconds, Commander.”



“Captain Wuddle, I know you’re around here,” Lieutenant Russell said, as he cautiously walked down the corridors on deck eight. “I don’t want to hurt you. I just need to take you back to Ops.”

“You have betrayed me!” Wuddle’s voice shouted from somewhere.

“No. The Romulans that showed up are not on our side. They have attacked us and your ship.”

“They have?” Wuddle asked, stepping out into view a few meters down the corridor.

“Yes, now please come with me,” Russell said, lowering his phaser.

“GET HIM!” a voice shouted from behind him. Russell whirled around and saw four heavily armed Federation marines running towards his position.

“Liar!” Wuddle screamed. “You’ve done it to me again!” Wuddle turned and ran off down the hall.

“Stop!” Russell shouted. Wuddle ignored him and charged into a turbolift. Furious, Russell aimed his phaser at the marines.

“Out of the way, Starfleeter,” Lazlo said.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Russell said.

“Eliminating a saboteur. Something you bleeding-heart Starfleet type don’t have the guts to do,” Lazlo replied. Russell lashed out with his phaser, striking Lazlo across the face. The colonel fell to the ground, clutching his injury.

“You’ll have to catch him first,” Russell said, running off down the hall.

“Are you alright, sir?” Kyle asked, helping Lazlo up.

“Kill them both,” Lazlo gasped.



Salbok leaned back in his chair as the Romulan warbird moved into position in front of the helpless Multek vessel. A smug smile spread across his lips.

“Hail the Multek vessel,” he said. “Let’s give them another chance to see the wisdom of the Romulan way.”

“We’re getting the same screeching noise,” the communications officer said.

“Fine, lock weapons and prepare to fire,” Salbok said.



“Porter to bridge. Everything’s a go,” Porter’s voice said, interrupting Beck’s anxious pacing.

“You’re cutting thing’s almost too close, Craig,” Beck said.

“I’ll try to do better next time. Porter out.”

“You heard the man,” Beck said, turning to Morales. “Let’s get to it.”

“The Atalanta is responding,” Morales said. “Where to you want me to take her?”

“Right into the Romulans,” Beck said. Morales, using the remote control link-up Porter had established, disengaged the Atalanta from docking arm one and fired up its engines. The ship darted forward, then looped around the station under Morales’s control. Porter emerged from the turbolift into Ops just in time to see Morales steer the Atalanta onto its final heading. The ship plowed head-on into the starboard side of the Romulan warbird and exploded in a blinding flash.

“Their shields are down,” Porter said, checking the sensors. “Weapons systems have been destroyed. Engines are severely damaged. The ship is operating on emergency power.”



“Get us out of here!” Salbok shouted, picking himself up off of the deck after the collision.

“We have impulse power only,” the helmsman said.

“Whatever. Just do it! Engage cloak, and let’s go!” Another shot from either the Federation or the Multeks, and his ship would be destroyed. There was no hope of success. It was better to escape than face certain death.



On board Waystation, Beck, Porter, and Morales watched as half of the Romulan warbird vanished and the ship limped back toward Romulan space.

“Come back and see us next time you’re in the sector,” Porter said.

“Which hopefully won’t be anytime soon,” Morales said.

“Come on. You didn’t enjoy being a sitting duck in the middle of a galactic war?” Porter said.

“You two are hysterical,” Beck said sarcastically.

“Russell to bridge.”

“Beck here. How’s it going, Lieutenant?”

“Terrible. Wuddle’s run off again, and the marines are after us. When the hell did they get here?” Russell said.

“While you were playing hide and seek with Wuddle,” Beck replied. “I’ll take care of them. Beck out.”

“Colonel Lazlo is a man of action, I see,” Porter said.

“Yeah, well he’s going to be out of action for a damn long time if he lays a finger on Wuddle,” Beck said.

“I’d worry more about him laying a phaser on Wuddle,” Porter said.

“Let me know when you start your galactic comedy tour. I’ll be sure to avoid those planets,” Beck said.

“Ouch,” Porter said.

“Beck to Lazlo.” No response. “Beck to Lazlo. I know you’re on board, and I know you’re chasing a Multek. Stop your pursuit immediately.”

“This is now a marine affair,” Lazlo replied. “Keep your Starfleet wimps out of my way. Lazlo out.”

Porter and Morales could practically see the fire shooting out of Beck’s eyes.

“You have Ops, Morales,” she said and stormed into the turbolift.

“I think somebody’s about to have their playground privileges revoked,” Porter said.

“I think somebody’s about to get their head split open,” Morales said.



Captain Wuddle decided to hide in the lowest part of Waystation until either his ship rescued him or he found some way out of the Federations’ web of deceit and betrayal. The turbolift stopped at the bottom of the station. Wuddle stepped out and immediately wished that he hadn’t. He froze, staring down in complete and abject fear.

Lieutenant Russell was close. His tricorder showed Wuddle heading down the length of the station to the bottom, then the signal stopped moving. Russell checked to make sure that his phaser was still on stun, then waited for the inevitable confrontation.

The turbolift stopped, and he stepped out.

At first, Russell was confused as to why Wuddle was just standing across the room staring down. The Multek was so scared that he’d gotten even paler. Then Russell looked down. The expanse of space opened up below him, and he was overwhelmed with vertigo. His stomach started trying to climb out of the top of his head as every bit of heat in his body seeped out of his feet.

The bottom deck of Waystation was somebody at Starfleet’s notion of a good idea. Since the saucers of Waystation were connected bottom to bottom, it was in the position on the bottom saucer that would have been the bridge. Instead, the designers had made the domed floor out of transparent aluminum so that people could look down at the universe. It was supposed to be inspiring.

It was inspiring a hell of a lot of fear in Russell and Wuddle.

“Ev…everything’s fine,” Russell said weakly. “We’re safe. Just come with me, and we’ll get out of here.”

“I’m not moving!” Wuddle said.

“The marines are on their way. We have to get out of here, or they’ll kill you.”

“They’re not on your side either?” Wuddle said. These Federations were not very popular.

“It’s a long story,” Russell said. He inched his way along the transparent floor, trying not to look down at the open expanse of space stretching out beneath him.



“He’s four decks down from us,” Sergeant Kyle said after checking his tricorder.

“Back to the turbolift,” Lazlo ordered.

The marines rushed back down the corridor and waited in front of the turbolift doors. When they opened a few moments later, the marine in front hit the deck, felled by a fist to his face. Commander Beck leapt out of the turbolift, tackling another marine and Sergeant Kyle. Beck scrambled back up and stunned the two of them with her hand phaser. She turned and aimed her phaser at Lazlo, who was pointing his rifle right back at her.

“I guess we’ll be staying here for a while,” Beck said.

“Out of the way, Beck. This isn’t a Starfleet problem anymore,” Lazlo said.

“This is a Starfleet station. Therefore, anything that happens on board is a Starfleet affair.”

“Have it your way,” Lazlo said, turning away from her. Beck was expecting his next move. She stunned him before he could even start to turn back around to fire at her.

“Beck to Russell,” she said. “The marines are out of the picture.”



“You’re safe now,” Russell told Wuddle after receiving Beck’s message. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Twice I have trusted you, and twice I have been betrayed,” Wuddle said. He looked back down at the gaping expanse of space below him. “In spite of that, I’m going to trust you again.”

“Good. You won’t regret it.” He finally had reached Wuddle, and started edging his way toward the turbolift.

“I hope not, but if you Federations pull anything this time, I swear that my people will destroy you,” Wuddle said.

“Your race is so violent. Have you looking into getting some counseling?” Russell said.

“What?”

“Never mind.”



Chapter Thirty-two



“Station Log. Stardate 50255.0. Captain Wuddle has returned to his ship, which has headed back to Multek space. I’m not sure that we gained Wuddle’s trust, but he does at least believe that we exist. The rest of the Multeks, on the other hand, are still refusing to acknowledge that we are real. In any case, they didn’t destroy us. I don’t think they’re exactly our friends either, though. We’ll just have to see how things go in the future.

“Speaking of future relations. I’m about to go explain to a less than receptive audience how our future relations are going to go.”



“Are they awake yet, Lieutenant?” Beck asked as she walked into the security office.

“Yep, and they aren’t happy,” Lieutenant Russell replied. He led Beck to the brig area, where Colonel Lazlo and his men sat in separate cells.

“BECK! I demand that you release us!” Lazlo shouted.

“That depends on you, Colonel,” Beck said. “You see, I’m not going to let you out of there until we get some things straight.”

“You have no authority to make any demands on me,” Lazlo said.

“Okay. Have a nice life. Come on, Russell.” She turned to go.

“Get comfy, fellas,” Russell said, moving to follow her.

“You’re not serious,” Laslo said.

“He doesn’t know me very well, does he?” Beck asked Russell.

“He’ll figure it out after a year or two in here.”

“Want to get some coffee?”

“Good idea.”

“Wait! What do you want?” Lazlo said.

“Hmmm…maybe a cappuccino? I don’t think the replicator can handle Andorian coffee.”

“Beck!” Lazlo growled, his mustache was practically vibrating.

“I think you know what I want,” Beck said. She took another couple of steps toward the door.

“All right! This is your station. We’ll obey your rules while we’re on board,” Lazlo said.

“You’ve read my mind, Colonel,” Beck said, turning around and smiling. “I will, of course, require that in writing.”

“Whatever you want; just get us out of here. Please,” Lazlo said.

“I had a feeling that you were a big softy at heart,” Beck said. “See to it, Lieutenant.”

“You got it, Commander,” Russell said. Beck walked out of the brig and headed out of the office into the main corridor of Starfleet Square Mall.

“Commander! Commander!” a voice called from behind her. She turned around and saw Bradley Dillon running toward her. “I need to talk to you.”

“What can I do for you?” Beck asked. She knew what he was going to say, though.

“You destroyed my ship! My only source of transportation. I demand recompense!”

“Of course, Mr. Dillon. I am going to discuss the matter with Starfleet Command.”

“Discuss it?!? I want action,” Bradley said.

“Look. I am going to see to it that you are given your store space rent free for the duration of your stay here,” Beck said.

“Free. That sounds most equitable.”

“I thought so, too. And since you sacrificed your ship to defend this station, I will also see if I can convince certain members of the Tellar and Alpha Centauri governments to forget about their claims against you,” Beck said.

“That was simply a misunderstanding,” Bradley protested.

“So you don’t want my help?”

“No no no,” Bradley said quickly. “Your assistance would be greatly appreciated. Thank you, Commander.” He ran off back to his store.

“Morales to Beck.”

“Go ahead.”

“We have a transport ship requesting permission to dock.”

“Send them to arm one,” Beck said.

“Acknowledged. Morales out.”

Beck looked around at the empty storefronts and sighed. Soon all of these would be filled, and the corridors would be alive with all kinds of races. It was all starting to take shape. Overall, it was a pretty satisfying first command.

Beck smiled and headed towards the turbolift. The bustling crowds would have to wait for just a few hours. She really needed some sleep.






House Arrest



Lieutenant Craig Porter entered the engineering supply bay of the upper saucer wondering if he was going to have to replace his entire staff. This was the third time in less than a week that he’d been called down because items were missing.

“Okay. What is it this time, Mason?” Porter demanded as the officer in charge of the supply bay came running over to him.

“We’ve lost two more transport buffer coils, sir,” Lieutenant J.G. Oliver Mason said nervously.

“You’re absolutely sure that they’re gone,” Porter said, even though he already knew the answer.

“Yes, sir.”

“Damn it! Have you told Lieutenant Russell?”

“Yes. He said he’s been monitoring the storage bay, but the thief must have slipped by him.”

“Slipped by him. Right. He was probably off hitting on some ensign,” Porter said. “Who was on duty in here last night?”

“Ensign Krause, but she swears she didn’t see anything either.”

“Of course not. That would be too easy.” Porter turned and stormed out of the storage bay. This was really starting to put him in a foul mood.



“So what’s the count up to now?” Commander Lisa Beck asked as she looked across her desk at Porter. He and Lieutenant Sean Russell, Waystation’s chief of security, were making their report to Beck, and she was not pleased with the situation.

“A case of sensor enhancement nodules, two heisenberg compensators, five buffer coils…”

“Stop! Stop,” Beck said, cutting off Porter’s list. “Gentlemen, I don’t have to tell you that that is a lot of stuff to be disappearing on a station with only ninety people on board.”

“I’m doing everything I can,” Russell said.

“How about putting a couple of guards in my supply bay?” Porter said. “The stuff these folks are stealing can’t be replicated, you know?”

“Hey, I went down there myself last night,” Russell said defensively. “We don’t have the personnel to just leave two or three of them in your supply room. Don’t worry. I fully expect to have this taken care of soon.”

“You have a lead?” Beck asked.

“Kind of,” Russell said. “I’d rather not say anything more right now. I don’t want to cast suspicion anywhere.”

“Like on Bradley Dillon?” Porter said annoyed. “I bet it’s him.

He’s probably running some kind of black market out of his store.”

“Craig, all of my reports state that Mister Dillon is a legitimate businessman,” Beck said. “Until I see any hard evidence to the contrary, I’m going to believe those reports. Now, go and find me the real criminal.”



“Yes, ma’am,” Porter said. He and Russell stood up and left Beck’s office.

“You’re taking this kind of personally, aren’t you?” Russell said once he and Porter were out of the office. Porter glared at him.

“Sean, someone is stealing from my department. If it doesn’t stop soon, both of us could lose our positions. Starfleet isn’t going to just let this continue. They will find someone to stop it if we can’t.”

“Oh yeah. But that’s not going to happen,” Russell said confidently.

“I’ll believe that when you’ve got the culprit in custody,” Porter said. He walked into the turbolift.



“Station Log. Stardate 50263.3. The rash of thefts from the engineering department has me concerned, not only because of the missing equipment, but also because Lieutenants Porter and Russell have been unable to stop them. I feel that both men are competent officers, but are they ready to head their own departments?”



Lieutenant Porter stormed into Russell’s security office in the nearly deserted Starfleet Square Mall angrily. Russell was seated at his desk working on a padd.

“Why are you just sitting there?” Porter demanded.

“Why shouldn’t I be sitting here?” Russell asked, confused.

“Our only back-up primary isolinear control matrix went missing this morning! We’re talking about the key to the computer’s artificial intelligence here. You should be down in the supply bay investigating.”

“Craig, I will handle…”

“Ops to Porter,” Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales’s voice broke in suddenly over the comm system.

“Porter here.”

“We’re getting reports of replicator malfunctions all over the lower saucer,” Morales, Waystation’s first officer, said.

“I’ll take care of it. Porter out.” He closed the channel. “Sean, this is really starting to get on my nerves. Between missing stuff and this station’s problems, I’m losing my mind. Not to mention the fact that I’m doing the work of both a chief of operations and a science officer!”

“And handling it all beautifully,” Russell said.

“Oh, shut up,” Porter said, walking out of the office. Russell was right behind him. “Where are you going?” Porter said as they headed toward the nearest turbolift.

“I’m going with you,” Russell said. The turbolift doors opened and they stepped inside. “Maybe this was sabotage. Maybe our thieves have moved on to bigger and badder things.”

“Maybe you should quit chasing maybes and go check out the definites, like that theft we had last night. Deck twenty.” The turbolift quickly descended through the rest of the upper saucer and down the connecting tube to Waystation’s lower saucer where all of the crew and guest quarters were located. Porter actually liked Waystation’s architecture when the station was functioning properly. With two Enterprise-class saucer sections connected bottom to bottom by a long tube section, Waystation resembled a giant barbell in space. Porter felt there was a certain grace to it, though, even the former rotating restaurant that ops was located in on top of the upper saucer had a certain dignity.

Russell and Porter were silent the rest of the trip to deck twenty. When the turbolift doors opened, Porter strode out and headed to the replicator control junction. Russell followed quietly.

The access panel to the replicator system did not show any evidence of tampering or of having been removed recently. Porter opened it up and looked inside.

“It’s just a burned out control chip,” Porter said. “When it went, it must have surged and taken a few of the surrounding gel packs with it.”

“No sabotage then?”

“Nope. Like I said, your clues are in the supply bay. Check there.”

“I was just playing a hunch,” Russell said, walking away. “It could have paid off.”

“But it didn’t. See you later, Sean.” Russell left.

Porter closed the access panel back up and went to get a couple of replacement parts and his tool kit.

Ten minutes later, he was hard at work fixing the replicator junction. Since he was halfway inside the access panel, he didn’t hear the footsteps coming up behind him or notice the figure standing over him.

Suddenly, Porter felt cold metal against his neck and heard the hiss of a hypospray. He jerked his head upward, slamming it into a metal conduit. He collapsed into unconsciousness from the blow to the head before the drugs in his system even had a chance to knock him out.

“I’m sorry, Craig,” Lieutenant Russell said, dragging his friend out of the access panel. “I need some of those parts.”



“Russell to Sickbay.”

Doctor Amedon Nelson looked up from the medical journal she was reading. This was the first time anyone had called sickbay in days. So far, chief medical officer was turning out to be one of the most boring jobs on Waystation…not that she minded. Her research on the Midon symbiont inside her was keeping her plenty busy. Even so, an injury every now and then would be nice to break the monotony.

“Nelson here,” she said, trying not to get her hopes up that someone might actually be hurt.

“I just found Lieutenant Porter unconscious on deck twenty. I think he needs medical attention.”

“You are sure that he is just not taking a nap.”

“Pretty sure. I haven’t been able to rouse him.”

“I’ll be right there,” she said, already halfway out of her office. “Nelson out.”



Nelson found Lieutenant Russell kneeling beside the prone form of Lieutenant Porter. Russell was shaking the unconscious engineer in an attempt to wake him up. Concern filled his face.

“Thank God!” Russell said upon seeing Nelson. He jumped up out of the way and let Nelson get to work. She pulled out her medical tricorder and started scanning.

“Hmmm,” she said thoughtfully. “Hmmmmm. Hmmmmmmmmm.”

“Is he going to be okay?” Russell asked.

“He’s going to be fine,” Nelson said, her voice hesitant.

“Then what’s wrong?”

“Well, he’s sustained a severe blow to the head and there is enough juraset in his system to knock out a mugato. If someone was trying to knock Craig out, one or the other should have sufficed. Why do both?”

“Maybe it was an accident,” Russell said.

“Do you mean that someone accidentally tried to bash his brains in? Or did they accidentally pump him full of sedatives?” Nelson said disdainfully. “In any case, Craig’s going to have one hell of a headache when he wakes up.” She opened her med-kit and pulled out two mini-antigravity units. After attaching one to either side of Porter’s torso, she activated the units. Porter floated gently up in the air, and Nelson started pushing him toward the turbolift.

“Good luck finding this psycho,” Nelson said. “I hope you catch him before he clubs anybody else.”

“He won’t,” Russell said. “I guarantee it.”



Back in the security office a few minutes later, Russell pushed open a wall-section behind his desk and stepped inside. He had discovered the panel shortly after setting up shop in this office. Evidently, the builders of Waystation had put it in as a hidden room where they could take rest breaks without their supervisor finding them. They just forgot to seal it up when they finished construction.

Now, Russell had commandeered it for his own purposes. On a work table in this room sat his masterpiece, the legacy he would leave to security officers everywhere. And now, after that fortuitous replicator malfunction, he had the final parts he needed to complete it. He still felt horrible about having to knock Craig Porter out, though. They’d been friends since Starfleet Academy, but, once his machine was operational, Craig would understand. Everyone would understand, and boy would they be surprised.

Russell put the final couple of pieces into place and closed the assembly casing of his invention. It was nothing more than a two foot cubical box. Each surface was a shiny black control console. The consoles flickered to life, showing tiny readouts of every person on Waystation’s location and their current activity.

Now it was time for the last touch. Russell picked up an isolinear chip off of the work table and inserted it into a slot at the top of the box. That chip contained every Starfleet regulation and Federation legal code in existence. It was done; the ultimate security system was on-line and operation.

“Up four feet and maintain,” Russell said. More systems on the box flickered to life. Then, the box slowly lifted up off of the table and hovered in the air. “Perfect. Commence security operations, now.”

“Compucop is now commencing security operations,” a mechanical female voice replied.



An hour later, Russell had changed out of his uniform and was headed to the holodecks on deck eighteen in beach clothes. It was a beautiful day to catch some computer-simulated waves.

“Porter to Russell,” the comm system barked.

“Russell here.” This was not the time to be interrupted. Station security was being taken care of by Compucop, and he was about to go relax.

“Could you meet me in your office? Now!”

“I’m on my way,” Russell sighed. The beach would have to wait for just a few minutes.



“What can I do for you?” Russell said, stepping into his office where Porter was waiting and pacing the floor angrily.

“Where the hell were you going?” Porter shouted, seeing Russell’s beach gear.

“To the holodeck. Why?”

“The holodeck! I was attacked! You should be…”

“There’s nothing I can do. The security tapes didn’t see anything.”

“Nothing?”

“Not a thing.”

“Bull.”

“Watch the tape yourself. I’m going surfing,” Russell said and walked out of the office. Porter resisted the urge to chase after Russell and stab him with his own sunglasses. He sat down at Russell’s desk and tried to calm down.

“Computer, replay deck twenty section H-four security tape for this stardate at time index nine hundred and twenty hours,” Porter said. The monitor in Russell’s desk flashed to life and started playback. Porter and Russell walked into view, Porter checked the panel, Russell left, and then Porter left.

“Ahead twenty minutes.”

The film showed Porter working inside the access panel. Suddenly, he jerked upward, banged his head, and collapsed. There was no sign of anyone else in the area, but he knew that was impossible. Dr. Nelson had told him that someone had injected him with some drug. There was a tell-tale hypospray pressure mark on the back of his neck.

“Computer, repeat last sequence at four hundred percent magnification. Focus on Lieutenant Porter’s neck.”

The computer did as it was told, showing an extreme close-up of his neck. Porter saw part of the skin of his neck press in, as if something was pushing on it, just before the image of himself on the tape jerked upward and knocked himself unconscious.

“Okay,” Porter said, talking to himself as he stood up and paced the office. “We either have a cloaked person on board or someone has altered the security tapes. If it’s a cloaked person, we’re in deep sh** because no one we know has that kind of technology yet. So, I’m going with door number two. Computer, has this tape been altered in any way.”

“Affirmative.”

“In what way?”

“A figure appearing from time index 0943.12 to time index 0954.57 has been removed.”

“I don’t suppose you know who did it,” Porter said, sitting back down at the desk. Someone managed to break into the security system and alter the tapes. Wonderful. Who on the station had that kind of skill? Porter might never find the culprit.

“The tape was altered by Lieutenant Sean Russell on stardate 50263.6,” the computer said.

Then again, maybe the culprit would be a moron and not cover his tracks.

“Sean!” Porter shouted. He couldn’t believe it. Why would Russell alter a tape? Then, it all clicked into place. Russell had been doing patrols during the nights that supplied vanished. The officer in the supply bay on the night of each theft had said that Russell stopped by to check on things. Check on them was right! He was checking them right out of the supply bay.

“God damn son of a bitch!” Porter shouted. “I’m going to kill him!”

“Threatening a Starfleet officer is a violation of regulation 564.3. You are under arrest,” a mechanical female voice said from out of nowhere.

“What the hell?” Porter said. Suddenly, he felt the grip of a transporter beam. A moment later, he was gone.



Yeoman Tina Jones, Waystation’s liaison officer stepped out of the turbolift into ops looking dejected. Her position was to serve as a go-between for Commander Beck to any ships visiting the station. She was also supposed to welcome the crews of visiting ships to the station and show them around. So far, she hadn’t gotten to do much of that because hardly anyone had come to Waystation.

“Slow day?” Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales asked from his seat over at the docking control console.

“Every day is a slow day,” Jones said, walking over to him. “Nothing ever happens around here.”



Lieutenant Aaron Stanton skated down the corridor of deck twenty-five keeping one eye on his opponents and the other on the hoverpuck he was controlling with his hockey stick. He dodged one opponent, then another. The other team’s goalie was moving to block Stanton’s shot, but he would be too late. Stanton slapped the puck forward and slid to a stop as he watched the puck soar underneath the diving goalie and into the goal.

“I am the man!” Stanton shouted over the cheers of his teammates.

“Engaging in dangerous recreational activity in the corridors of a Starfleet facility is a violation of regulation 4679.2. You are under arrest,” a female voice announced. The ten hover-hockey players looked around for the source of the voice, but not see anyone. A few seconds later, they were all snatched by the transporter.



Commander Beck walked out of her office in ops and stretched.

She was tired, bored, and hungry. In ops, she saw Lieutenant Commander Morales and Yeoman Jones sitting and talking.

“No pressing galactic crisis is happening, I take it,” Beck said. Jones and Morales laughed.

“Does a terminal lack of anything interesting count?” Morales asked.

“I thought you liked things quiet,” Beck said.

“I do, but even when I was running the shuttlebays on the Secondprize, we had more incoming and outgoing traffic than this place,” Morales replied.

“We also had the occasional red alert and the luxury of seeing different scenery all of the time,” Jones said.

“I don’t know what to tell you,” Beck said. “Pray for a Multek invasion.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Morales said.

“Well, I’m going to get some dinner at that new Andorian place that opened up. They are supposed to have great desserts. Anybody interested?” Beck asked.

“Someone’s got to stay up here,” Morales said.

“I just ate. I think I’ll stay up here to keep him company,” Jones said.

“I’ll be back later,” Beck said, heading for the turbolift. “Oh, has anyone heard from Porter or Russell?”

“Not lately. Why?” Morales asked.

“Porter was going to go over the security tapes with Russell to see if they could see who attacked him. I would think that they would have found something by now. It’s been two hours,” Beck said.

“They haven’t called up here,” Morales said. “I’ll let you know if they do, though.”

“Thanks,” Beck said. She stepped into the turbolift and left.



“I was looking for something a bit more exotic,” Ensign Mary Watson said. Bradley Dillon put the necklace back down behind the counter.

“You do understand that I mainly deal in outfitting colonists,” Bradley said to the woman. “I don’t get a lot of call for birthday presents.”

“But it’s for my mom,” Watson said. “I didn’t want to send her something replicated.” Bradley looked at her again. He didn’t normally pull stuff out of his private stock for Starfleet personnel. Any organization that would give his brother a position of authority was a bit strange in his book, but he liked Watson. She seemed so young and naive. She was also quite gorgeous with smooth ivory skin and long, curly blond hair. Her melodic voice alone made him want to melt.

“I might be able to help you,” Bradley said. He waived her closer and leaned toward her conspiratorially. “I’ve got a couple of pieces in the back.”

He led her into his office in back of Dillon’s Pioneer Supply Depot. He opened the bottom drawer of his desk and brought out a small flat black case. Inside was a necklace of the most incredible stones that Watson had ever seen.

“What is it?” she asked in awe.

“A customer of mine used this as a down payment on a new cargo transport. She told me it was from a world in the Romulan empire.

Very rare and very valuable.”

“I’ll take it.”

“Selling and receiving goods brought into the Federation outside of official channels is a violation of legal code 678, sub- paragraphs five and six. You are under arrest,” a female voice announced from out of nowhere.

“Oh no!” Watson shouted, obviously extremely upset.

“Who is that?” Bradley demanded. The only answer was the hum of the transporter as it grabbed him and Watson. “Close shop,” Bradley managed to shout before the beam completely dematerialized him. Arrested or no, he had to protect his merchandise.



Commander Beck walked down the empty corridor of Starfleet Square Mall toward the one little section that had shops. Actually, at the time, all they had was Dillon’s Supply Depot, the Andorian restaurant, the replimat, and a Klingon formal wear shop.

Nothing exciting.

Suddenly, the lights in Dillon’s Pioneer Supply went out and the security gate slammed shut as a force-field crackled to life. That was odd. Bradley Dillon usually kept his store open at least until eight in the evening. It was only five now. Maybe he was taking a dinner break.

Pushing the event out of her mind, Beck walked into the Andorian restaurant. There was not a soul in sight; no Maitre’d, no waiters, no nothing. She moved back toward the kitchen and pushed the door open. As she did, she saw the last flickers of several transporter beams.

“Beck to ops.”

“Morales here.”

“Is anything going on?”

“Like what?” Morales asked.

“I don’t know. I’m in the Andorian restaurant. I’d swear that six people just beamed out of here.”

“Well, I don’t know where they’d beam to,” Morales said. “There aren’t any ships within sensor range.”

“Unless they’re cloaked,” Beck said. “Get the shields up just in case, and see if you can think of some way to scan for a cloaked ship nearby. I’m going to look around down here. Beck out.”

Beck jogged out of the restaurant and over to the security office. It was empty.

Russell must be out with Porter, Beck thought. She grabbed a phaser out of the weapons locker on the side wall and walked out of the office.

“Halt!” a female voice shouted. “Removal of a phaser without following the proper weapons check-out procedures is a violation of regulation 399.4. You are under arrest.”

“Russell!” Beck shouted. A second later, a transporter beam grabbed her.

She rematerialized a few moments later in a cell in the brig.

Bradley Dillon was in the cell with her along with three Starfleet crewmen and one of the four Federation marines on the station.

“It’s starting to get crowded in here,” Bradley said.

“What the hell is going on?” Beck demanded.

“It’s all Sean’s fault,” Lieutenant Porter’s voice said. Beck looked across the cell block and saw that Porter was in the cell across from hers. “He’s the one who’s been stealing parts.”

“Sean’s a spy?” Beck asked, remembering her experience with a Romulan agent at Starbase 219 a couple of weeks earlier.

“No,” Porter said. “My guess is that he built this wonderful security system that brought us here. Everyone I’ve talk to has said that a computer voice quoted some regulation at them and said that they were under arrest.”

“Beck to ops.”

“Prisoners are not allowed access to communications,” the female voice said again.

“We’re cut off,” Porter said.

“How many of us are in here?”

“Seventy-two at last count. You make seventy-three.”

“Wonderful. So, where the hell is Russell?”

“Surfing,” Porter said.



Lieutenant Russell ran onto the beach toward his towel. The waves today were spectacular. Of course, he’d programmed them that way. Darla was waiting there with a nice cold glass of keranis juice.

“Here ya go, baby,” Darla said sweetly.

“Thanks,” Russell said, flashing her a smile. It was sometimes hard for him to remember that she was just a holodeck simulation. This Darla was just like the real one he’d met on Earth less than a year ago. Of course, the real Darla had left him for another Starfleet officer after Russell was nice enough to invite her along on the emergency mission he’d been sent off on. He’d still be with Darla if it weren’t for Commander Travis Dillon. He hadn’t stolen Darla away from him, but he was the one who drafted Russell to go on the damn mission in the first place.

Russell sat down beside Darla and took a sip of his drink. This was no place to think about the past. The present was going quite nicely.

Suddenly, the beach vanished. It was quickly replaced by four barren walls. It wasn’t even the holodeck grid; just four blank grey walls.

“Warning. Due to crowding in the cell block, this facility is being commandeered to hold prisoners under the authority of regulation 56673.2,” the voice of Compucop said.

“Wait!” Russell shouted. “Cease operation. Stop!”

“Interfering with a prisoner transfer is a violation of legal code 230, sub-paragraph nine. You are under arrest.”

“You can’t do this!” Russell shouted. “I made you!”

All around Russell, people were being transported into the holodeck.

“Exit!” Russell said. Nothing happened. Commander Beck materialized, then Lieutenant Porter.

“You!” Porter screamed, spotting Russell. “You did this to us!”

“Now, hold on, Craig,” Russell said, backing toward the wall as everyone in the room advanced toward him. “I didn’t think it would do this.”

“Well, it did, Lieutenant,” Beck said. “How do we stop it?”

“We can’t,” Russell said. “We’re prisoners now. Someone on the outside is going to have to do it.” Russell looked around the room. “There’s only like fifty people in here. Surely some of the other forty can shut it down.”

“There are fifty in here and probably thirty more in the cell block,” Porter said.

“Oh,” Russell said. “Who’s left?”

“No one!” Porter shouted, lunging forward and grabbing Russell by the throat. “Don’t you get it? You’ve trapped us all!”

“Let him go,” Beck said. Porter turned and looked at her pleadingly.

“Oh, can’t I hurt him just a little bit? We’re all going to die in here anyway.”

“Morales and Jones were still in ops last I knew. Maybe they can turn this thing off.”

“Morales and Jones?” Russell said. “We’re dead.”



Lieutenant Commander Morales checked the chronometer on his console again. It was after seven. Commander Beck was taking one hell of a long lunch, and he still hadn’t been able to come up with a way to find a cloaked ship.

“Maybe you should get some help,” Jones said.

“Probably,” Morales said. “Ops to Porter.”

No response.

“Ops to Beck.”

No response.

“Oh my God,” Jones said, fear filling her face.

“Don’t panic!” Morales said. “It’s probably just a breakdown in the comm system.”

“Are you sure?”

“No, but that’s probably all it is.”

“Oh my God.”

“Computer, locate Commander Beck.”

“Commander Beck is in holodeck one,” the computer replied.

“See, she’s fine. Computer, locate Lieutenant Porter.”

“Lieutenant Porter is in holodeck one.”

“They’re both fine. They’re just in the holodeck. Go down there and tell them I haven’t found anything,” Morales said.

“Aye, sir,” Jones said as she headed nervously for the turbolift.



Jones walked down the corridor to holodeck one. The holodeck was in operation. Normally, she wouldn’t dream of entering someone’s program without permission, but she couldn’t even ask permission in this case.

She stepped toward the doors. They didn’t open for her.

“Computer, open holodeck one.”

“Holodeck one is off-limits by order of the security control computer,” the computer replied.

“Morales to Jones,” the comm system said suddenly, scaring the hell out of Jones.

“Jones here,” she said. “You got the system working.”

“It wasn’t broken,” Morales said. “How are things down there?”

“The computer won’t let me in to the holodeck. It says that the security computer has declared it off-limits.”

“Security computer? We don’t have a security computer,” Morales said confused. “Get back up here, quick.” The last syllable wasn’t out of Morales’s mouth before Jones started running back toward the turbolift.



“Computer, what is the security computer?” Morales asked as he started to walk around ops, doing laps around the central turbolift shaft.

“The security control computer was created by Lieutenant Sean Russell. It monitors all activity on Waystation for possible legal violations. All violators of Starfleet or Federation laws are immediately arrested and transported to the brig.”

“What about holodeck one?”

“Holodeck one has been commandeered as an emergency brig in accordance with Starfleet regulation 56673.2,” the computer said.

“A brig!” Morales ran over to the science console just as Jones raced out of the turbolift. He checked the internal sensors. At least fifty lifeforms were in holodeck one. He checked the cell block. There were another forty there. A cold stab of fear lanced down his spine.

“Computer, how many people on this station are not under arrest.”

“Two. Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales and Yeoman Tina Jones.”

“Oh my God!” Jones said.

“Calm down, Jones,” Morales said, sitting her down in the chair by the science console. “Just relax and help me think. We’ve got to release the others, but we have to do it by the book or that computer will arrest us.”

“I’m okay. I’m fine. Perfectly calm. Hunky-dorey. What are we going to do?”

“I have no idea,” Morales said.

“Wait. You’re the first officer. Can’t you just order the computer to release everyone?”

“That’s not a bad idea. Computer, release all prisoners.”

“Prisoners may only be released by the chief of security,” a female voice replied. It wasn’t the standard station computer voice.

“Am I speaking to the security computer?” Morales asked hesitantly.

“Yes. I am Compucop. I am programmed to enforce all Starfleet and Federation regulations.”

“And you’re doing a wonderful job,” Jones said.

“Is there any way that we could convince you to release your prisoners?” Morales asked.

“Are you about to bribe me?” Compucop asked suspiciously.

“No! Definitely not,” Morales said quickly. “I would just like to know how soon Commander Beck will be released.”

“The prisoners must be tried by a Federation-approved legal official before any of them can be released.”

“I don’t suppose you’re one of those, are you?” Jones said.

“No,” Morales replied.

“Not that it would matter,” Compucop said. “I have clear evidence of each violation. They are all guilty. Good day.”

Morales walked around ops in silence. There was a way out of this. He just had to think.

“We’re in big trouble,” Jones said. “Big big trouble. It’s only a matter of time until one of us breaks some weird law. And when we get the next regulation update from Starfleet over subspace, we’ll have to hurry up and memorize it before that computer can catch us for breaking one of the new laws.”

Morales stopped and stared at her. Something she had said was important. Something they could use. A smile slowly spread across Morales’s face. He went over to the science station and called up a list of all of the prisoners’ names and the regulations that they broke. He put the information on an isolinear chip along with a copy of the last regulation update from Starfleet.

“Come on,” Morales said, heading for the turbolift.

“Where are we going?”

“Sh**!”

“What?”

“You aren’t going anywhere,” Morales said.

“You are really starting to confuse me.”

“Jones, you have ops,” Morales said.

“What are you doing?” Jones said, almost shouting.

“Following regulations,” Morales said. “Someone must be in command at all times. And, since you and I are the only two left, I’m invoking regulation 378 point something or other which basically says that, in case of emergency, a non-commissioned officer, namely you, can be left in command. I’ll be back.”

Morales ran into the turbolift leaving Jones alone in ops. He headed directly for Hangar One and climbed into the runabout Cumberland.

“This is the runabout Cumberland requesting permission to depart,” Morales said.

“You’re leaving me?” Jones’s voice said over the comm system.

She was on the edge of complete panic.

“I won’t be gone long. I promise,” Morales said. Jones sighed audibly.

“Permission granted,” she said.

Morales waited for the hangar door to open and flew the runabout out of the station. Once clear of Waystation, he engaged the warp engines and sped away at warp three.

Just outside of Waystation’s scanning range, Morales took the Cumberland out of warp and slowed to a halt. He put the isolinear chip he’d brought from the station in the runabout’s computer and got to work.



Jones noticed the flashing on the tactical console just before the console started to beep annoyingly.

“Computer, what is that noise?” Jones asked.

“An urgent message has been received,” the computer replied. Jones went over to tactical and read the message. It was from Starfleet; they’d sent a new regulations update already. She was doomed. Compucop was sure to find some way to arrest her now. Where was Lieutenant Commander Morales?

Jones sat down on the floor of ops and curled up in a fetal ball. If she didn’t move, she couldn’t commit a crime.

“Morales to Jones,” the comm system blared a few minutes later.

“You’re back!” Jones exclaimed.

“Yes. Meet me down in the mall. I’ve opened up one of the empty storefronts by Bradley Dillon’s place.”



Jones was walking as fast as she could down the concourse of Starfleet Square Mall. She would have run, but she remembered some regulation about running being illegal in civilian-occupied areas unless a red alert or yellow alert situation existed.

She found Morales setting up a table and a couple of chairs in the storefront to the left of Dillon’s Pioneer Supply Depot.

“Please tell me that you have a very good reason for this,” Jones said.

“Most definitely, your honor,” Morales said smiling. He threw a large piece of black cloth at her. Upon further examination, Jones saw that it was a robe.

“Commander, you are confusing the hell out of me,” Jones said.

“Didn’t you read the Starfleet communique that we just received? You’ve been appointed judge for this sector. Congratulations.”

“I have? I didn’t even know I was in the running,” Jones said. “You know, this is really convenient considering we really need a judge right now.”

“Isn’t it?” Morales said. “Sit down.” He waved her over to a chair at the head of the room.

“Thanks,” Jones said, sitting down. “What are we doing?”

“Hear ye! Hear ye! This court is now in session. The honorable Tina Jones presiding.” Morales picked a padd up off of the table. “Our first case is the people versus Lisa Diane Beck.”

“What is going on here?” Compucop’s voice said suddenly.

“We’re holding court,” Morales said. “Please bring the accused to the courtroom.”

“You cannot do this,” Compucop said. “You are not a judge.”

“No, I’m not. But Tina Jones is. She just received the appointment.”

“She did not…oh wait, yes she did. I apologize, your honor,” Compucop said. “I will get the accused immediately.”

Commander Beck materialized in the courtroom.

“Walter! Thank God!” Beck exclaimed.

“The prisoner will be silent,” Compucop said. Morales put his finger over his lips hoping that Beck would take the hint and play along.

“Lisa Diane Beck, you are accused of violating regulation 399.4 in failing to follow proper check-out procedures for Starfleet weaponry,” Morales said. He pushed the other padd sitting on the table to Jones. She looked at it confused, then figured out what she was supposed to do.

“However,” Jones said. “According to this latest regulation update from Starfleet, the check-out procedures have been altered so that anyone of the rank of commander or higher may take weapons without checking them out. Case dismissed!” Jones looked around the table, then at Morales.

“Don’t I get a gavel or something?” she asked.

“I’ll get her one,” Beck said smiling. “You just keep processing cases.”

“Will do, Commander,” Morales said. “Next, is the matter of the people versus Craig Andrew Porter.” Lieutenant Porter materialized. “Lieutenant Porter, threatened to kill Lieutenant Sean Russell thereby violating regulation 564.3.”

“But, threats are no longer illegal, so case dismissed,” Jones said.



“Hockey is now the official sport of the Federation and is legal to play anywhere. Case dismissed!”



“Gifts for mothers are exempt from all customs laws. Case dismissed!”



Jones banged the gavel down, dismissing the illegal open flame charge against Leximas, the mystic who lived on the station, and looked at Morales. They had been at this for an hour, and her arm was getting tired from banging the gavel.

“Don’t worry,” Morales said. “There’s only one prisoner left.”

“And he’s going to stay right where he is,” Commander Beck said, walking into the courtroom with Lieutenant Porter. “I believe that Lieutenant Russell needs to think about his crime a little bit more.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Morales said.

“Court is adjourned,” Jones said, banging the gavel one last time.

“You and Lieutenant Porter have a little work to do,” Beck said to Morales. “He’ll fill you in. And when you two are done, come and see me in my office.”

Morales followed Porter out into the mall concourse as he headed toward the security office.

“Take this and put it on,” Porter said, handing a black belt with several small grey devices on it to Morales.

“What is it?”

“A portable force field generator. It should protect us from Compucop.”

“Are we about to commit a crime?”

“Damn right,” Porter said.

They entered the security office and looked around.

“It’s not here,” Porter said.

“What’s not.”

“Compucop. Russell has to have set it up somewhere.” Porter pulled out a tricorder and started scanning around the room. He stopped at the back wall. “There we go. Why don’t you check us out a couple of phasers?”

Morales walked over to the weapons locker and properly checked out two phasers. He handed one to Porter, who was pushing on different sections of the back wall.

“What are you doing?” Morales asked. Suddenly, Porter pushed a section of wall that opened just wide enough for a person to fit through. “Oh.”

Morales and Porter entered the wall panel and found themselves in a small room. Hovering in the center of the room was a small, black cube covered with flashing displays.

“Compucop, I presume,” Morales said.

“I think someone should rename this thing,” Porter said.

“What name would you suggest?” Morales asked.

“Debris,” Porter said, aiming his phaser at the cube and firing. Morales quickly followed his lead. The cube began floating around the room, dodging the attacks.

“Assaulting an officer of the law is a violation of legal code 836 sub-paragraph two,” Compucop said. “You are under arrest.”

Two transporter beams tried to lock onto Porter and Morales, but couldn’t get through the force fields.

Porter fired another shot at Compucop. The box moved, but Morales had anticipated where it would go. His shot slammed into Compucop, knocking the box back toward the wall. Morales kept firing, slowly melting through Compucop’s outer casing. Phaser fire from Porter burned into another one of Compucop’s panels, sending sparks flying across the room. A few moments later, both men’s weapons broke through Compucop, frying the security computer’s inner circuitry. Compucop wavered in the air, then plummeted to the hard floor, exploding on impact.

“On second thought, there’s not enough left to even call it debris,” Porter said.

“How about dust?” Morales asked.

“That’ll work.”



“That was some nice work, Commander,” Beck said, as she, Morales, and Porter sat in her officer. “Would you mind telling me what it was that you did exactly?”

“Well, Yeoman Jones gave me the idea,” Morales said. “I figured that if we could find a judge to hold court and change all of the regulations so that no one had committed a crime, Compucop would have to free everyone.”

“But, we don’t have any judges on the station,” Porter said.

“Exactly,” Morales said. “And we can’t exactly go changing Starfleet regulations and Federation laws either.”

“Only an official communique from Starfleet can do that,” Beck said.

“So, that’s what we received. I took the Cumberland out a ways, made up a fake communique, and sent it back here along with a fake judicial appointment for Tina. Luckily, Compucop fell for it.”

“You realize, of course, that falsifying Starfleet communiques is a serious violation of regulations,” Beck said smiling. “You could get arrested.”

“He could, if it weren’t for the fact that our security chief is…detained,” Porter said.



Across Waystation, life returned to normal. People went about their business content in the knowledge that they were safe and secure from any overzealous officers of the law.



In the cell block, Russell stood alone in an empty cell.

“GET ME OUT OF HERE!”






Send the Marines



“Station Log. Stardate 50277.4 Close to a month has passed since I first took command of Waystation. So far things have been…boring. That’s about the only word for it. After our initial run-in with the Multeks and the Romulans, no one has even attempted to fly by us too closely, much less attack. And other than a few small internal incidents, things have been very quiet.

This quiet, however, has been good for the station. Several businesses have joined Bradley Dillon’s Pioneer Supply Depot in Starfleet Square Mall. Actually, the Andorian restaurant is quite good. It’s reminding me of my days at the academy with my Andorian roommate.

Most importantly, though, three colony ships left Waystation two days ago on a course for Juraan Two, an M-class planet recently discovered by one of our runabouts. Now that a Federation presence is becoming more firmly established in this sector, Starfleet Command informs me that the rest of the promised battalion of Federation marines is on its way. Joy.”



Commander Lisa Beck sat in the food court of Starfleet Square Mall enjoying the last bit of a slice of Andorian spice cake while she filled out another form in Starfleet’s seemingly never-ending supply of required paperwork. Captain Rydell had never told her how much crap was involved in being in command. She found herself almost wishing that someone would attack the station to keep her mind off of the drudgery. Around her, alien species from all of the Federation ate and laughed, enjoying their time on the station.

Beck couldn’t help but smile. Less than a month ago, this place was a ghost-ship, but now beings were everywhere. It wasn’t enough to make all of the paperwork worth it, but it helped. A figure walked up to her table, casting its shadow over her padd.

“Mind if I sit down?” Colonel Martin Lazlo’s voice asked, sounding way too happy. Beck looked up slowly at the Federation marine. She and Lazlo hadn’t exactly gotten along since he and three of his marines arrived in the midst of the Multek attack of a month ago. Actually, Lazlo had almost managed to start a war between the Federation and the Multeks by attempting to kill the captain of the Multek ship. Beck had informed Lazlo that while he was on Waystation, he was to follow her orders. Since then, an uneasy truce had been reached, but it generally consisted of staying out of each others way. And on no circumstances did they sit together and have a conversation.

“You sound like you’re in a good mood,” Beck said, gesturing Lazlo to sit in the chair across from her.

“It’s a beautiful day. Why shouldn’t I be in a good mood?” Lazlo replied smiling, the black mass of hair that he called a mustache spreading across his face.

“It looks the same here everyday,” Beck said flatly. “What do you want?”

“Nothing from you, Commander. My wishes have already been granted. In twenty-four hours, there’ll be fifty marines here.”

“Yes, but that changes nothing,” Beck said, sensing Lazlo’s challenge to her authority. “This is still a Starfleet installation, and you and your marines will obey my orders.”

“Surely you can see that things are not going to work that way. You have seventy crewmen, and I’m going to have a total of fifty-three. I think a more equitable sharing of power is going to have to be arranged.”

“The only thing that’s going to have to be arranged, Lazlo, is your funeral if you and your thugs try anything. This is my station!” As Beck raised her voice, other patrons began stopping their conversations and listening to hers.

“This is no time to be possessive, Beck. This place is right next door to a hostile empire. You and your Starfleet hippies should never have been put in charge in the first place!” Lazlo slammed his fists down on the table and jumped up out of his chair.

Beck stood up to face him.

“But I am in charge,” Beck said. “And while you are on my station, you will do what I say. Dismissed, Colonel!”

“Mark my words, Beck. My marines and I will not stay under the command of some Starfleet peace-nik!”

“Then you had better start making some alternative living arrangements, pal, because while you’re on Waystation, you’re going to have to obey me!” Beck scooped up her padd and stormed away from the table leaving Lazlo alone and fuming. A young Rangite waddled over on his thick legs.

“Excuse me, sir,” the Rangite said softly.

“What?” Lazlo snapped. The Rangite pointed at what remained of Beck’s spice cake.

“Do you think she was going to finish that?”

Lazlo glared at the youth, then marched away angrily. The Rangite smiled and sat down to finish the cake.



Commander Beck stepped out of the turbolift into operations. Things, as usual, were quiet except for the soft beeping of computer systems and sensors. Outside, stars slowly passed by as operations rotated slowly at the top of Waystation’s upper saucer.

Beck headed right toward her office. Lieutenant Craig Porter and Lieutenant Sean Russell looked up from the conversation they were having by Porter’s science console.

“So, Commander, I heard there was a bit of entertainment down in the mall just now,” Porter said.

“Yeah, and I have a feeling there may be a repeat performance tomorrow,” Beck said just before heading into her office.

“Lazlo to ops,” the comm system barked suddenly.

“Ops. Lieutenant Porter here,” Porter replied.

“Just the man I wanted to talk to. I want to see you in my office when you finish your shift. Lazlo out.”

“Can he do that?” Russell, Waystation’s chief of security, asked.

“What? Order me around like one of his troops? I don’t think so,” Porter replied.

“I wonder what he wants,” Russell said.

“Me too. I bet Commander Beck would like to know, too.” Porter walked over to Beck’s office.

“Somehow this sounds like an internal security matter,” Russell said, walking over to join him. Porter pressed the door chime outside of Beck’s door.

“Come in,” Beck called from inside. Porter and Russell stepped in. Beck was sitting at her desk staring blankly at a padd. Off against the left wall of the room, next to a small sofa, stood a model of the Secondprize. Paintings of woodland scenes from Earth hung on the wall above the model. Against the other wall, beside a door leading to the office’s bathroom, sat an abstract sculpture that no one had quite figured out. Beck picked it up during a shore leave on Hygansil two years earlier.

“Commander, there appears to be a situation developing on the station,” Russell said. Beck snapped her head up alertly.

“What situation?” she demanded.

“The situation between you and Colonel Lazlo,” Porter said.

“Oh, I hoped it would be something interesting,” Beck said, sliding down in her chair. “That’s not a situation. Lazlo is just an annoying worm.”

“That may be, but worm-boy wants me in his office when I finish my shift,” Porter said.

“He what? What does he want?”

“We don’t know,” Russell said. “But we thought you should be informed.”

“Thanks.”

“Well?” Porter asked expectantly.

“Well what?” Beck said.

“Should I go?”

“Definitely. I expect a full report as soon as you finish though.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Porter said. He and Russell left Beck alone to think. What was Lazlo up to?



Lieutenant Porter stepped out of the turbolift onto deck nine, the deck set aside for the marines’ equipment, training facilities, and briefing rooms. Colonel Lazlo’s office was also on this deck. Porter approached the office and stepped inside the reception area where Sergeant Rick Kyle, Lazlo’s executive assistant, was sitting at his desk fiddling with his computer console.

“I’m here to see the colonel,” Porter said. Kyle pointed toward Lazlo’s door without even looking up from his computer. Porter took this as a sign to head on in.

Lazlo was running around his office dribbling a small basketball. He suddenly stopped and tossed the ball toward a small hoop attached to the right wall of his office. The ball circled the rim a few times, then fell through the hoop. Lazlo raised his arms up in the air and imitated the noise of a roaring crowd.

“And Lazlo wins the game at the buzzer,” Porter said from the door.

“Exactly,” Lazlo said smiling as he walked over to Porter.

The two men shook hands, then Lazlo motioned for Porter to take a seat.

“Basketball is a game of precision and aim,” Lazlo said as he took a seat in the large, brown fake-leather chair behind his desk. “Offense and defense on the run. A true game of action.”

“I like hopscotch myself,” Porter said smiling. Lazlo stared at Porter, then laughed as he realized Porter was kidding.

“A sense a humor. I like that. Now then, Lieutenant, let’s get down to business. I need your help.”

“My help?” Porter said. “What for?”

“You’ve been on the scouting missions over the last month. And, as science officer, you’ve had access to all of the data collected from those missions. Correct?”

“Well, yeah…”

“Good. I want you to find me a planet.”

“A planet.” Porter said slowly.

“Yes. Not a big one. Just a little M-class world fairly close to the station.”

“Can I ask what for?”

“No.”

“I see.”

“I know this is a strange request,” Lazlo said, standing up. He walked around his desk and sat down on the edge of it in front of Porter. “But I do need this information, and I have a feeling that Commander Beck won’t give it to me.”

“Why wouldn’t she…”

“Just to spite me!” Lazlo exclaimed, growing angry.

“Oh.” Porter got out of his chair quickly and backed toward the door. “Tell you what. I’ll check things out and get back to you tomorrow.”

“That will be fine,” Lazlo said. “Come to Hangar Two at fourteen hundred hours.”

“Got it.” Porter said. He walked out of the office.

“Is he still in a snit about Commander Beck?” Kyle asked. The man still didn’t look up from his computer.

“You could say that,” Porter replied.

“I’ve been trying to get him to calm down. Pick up a hobby. Something. He’s so…military.”

“Yeah. Funny thing about that.”

“You know what I do to relax?” Kyle asked, finally looking at Porter.

“Not a clue,” Porter said.

“I build models. Right now, I’m working on a scale model of the Great Hall on Qo’noS. After that, I’m planning to build a complete replica of the ruins of Galnor Twelve.”

“Ambitious,” Porter said. “Well, I’ve really got to go. I think I hear the power core calling me.” Porter rushed out of the office, anxious to get away from there.

“Hmmm. Must be an engineer thing,” Kyle said, returning to his computer.



“A planet? Why does he want a planet?” Commander Beck said thoughtfully as she sat down at her desk.

“He didn’t say,” Porter said. He and Lieutenant Russell had returned to her office as soon as Porter left Lazlo’s office.

“He could just be looking for a place to stage war games,” Russell suggested. “Marines do that type of thing, you know.”

“That is a possibility,” Beck said. “But I have a feeling that something more is going on here. You said you’re going to meet him in Hangar Two tomorrow?”

“Yes,” Porter replied.

“I may be dropping by as well. Until then, find him the planet he’s looking for. Preferably one we didn’t actually land on to check out.”

“Why?” Russell asked.

“The more surprises for Lazlo and his buddies, the better.”

“You are an evil woman,” Porter said. “I like that.”

“Thank you,” Beck replied smiling.



Promptly at fourteen hundred hours the next day, Lieutenant Porter strolled into Hangar Two. Colonel Lazlo was already there with Sergeant Kyle and the other two marines who had constituted the advance team sent to Waystation. On the far side of the hangar sat the runabout they had arrived in still bearing a few scorch marks from the Romulan disrupter fire it sustained when it arrived during the attack on Waystation a month earlier.

“Porter, great! You’re just in time,” Lazlo said walking over to him.



“Commander, we’ve got a ship on long range sensors approaching at warp seven,” Lieutenant Russell reported from his position at the tactical console.

“This is the moment we’ve all been waiting for,” Beck said softly as she stepped down into the command area in front of Waystation’s huge viewscreen. “Hail them.”

“Aye.” Russell pressed a few buttons on his console. “They’re responding.”

“On screen,” Beck ordered. The image of a young woman in the blue uniform of the Federation Marine Corps appeared. Beck smiled.

This might not be such a bad thing after all. “This is Commander Lisa Beck of Waystation. Please identify yourself.” Beck felt stupid going through the formalities. She knew damn well who the woman commanding that ship was. They’d only known each other for twenty-five of the thirty-two years she’d been alive.

“This is Major Stephanie Hodges of the Federation Marine Corps Seventy-Ninth Battalion requesting docking clearance,” the woman said, a huge smile spreading across her face as she saw her old friend.

“Only if you know the password,” Beck said.

“Lisa! It’s been twenty years since we used…”

“Password!” Beck demanded, trying very hard to keep from laughing.

“All right. All right. French kiss.” Hodges cheeks were starting to turn red.

“Thank you, Steph,” Beck said. “You can dock in Hangar Two. I’ll be down there to meet you. Waystation out.”

“I take it you two know each other,” Russell said.

“What clued you in, Sherlock?” Beck asked as she headed for the turbolift.

“Hey, I was just making conversation,” Russell said defensively.

“Try again later,” Beck said, stepping into the turbolift. “You have ops.”

Beck spent the trip down to deck ten lost in thought. She hadn’t seen Stephanie Hodges since Beck graduated from Starfleet Academy six years ago. Beck knew that Steph had planned on going into some type of service, but she had no idea that Steph was talking about the marines. Now, she was not only a marine, but an officer. At least her being here would make the marine’s presence more palatable.



Porter stood beside Lazlo as they watched the large hangar door slowly retract into the ceiling revealing the starry blackness of space beyond. A ship passed by the station and turned to make its docking approach.

The craft was shaped like a large green box with two wings extending out from the top of the box and two nacelles stuck to the bottom of it. In the middle of the front of the box, almost like it had just been glued there, sat a two person cockpit module.

“Isn’t she beautiful?” Lazlo said in awe.

“No,” a voice said from behind them. Porter and Lazlo whirled around and saw Commander Beck standing behind them.

“Commander Beck. I didn’t hear you come in,” Lazlo said, trying to cover how badly she’d startled him.

“Way to use those keen marine senses,” Beck said.

“Anyway,” Lazlo continued, ignoring Beck’s comment. “That drop ship can carry up to seventy marines into the heat of battle.

She’s got armor plating, highly advanced shields, tri-cobalt devices, quantum torpedoes, and enough phaser banks to fry a whole damn fleet of Multeks. On top of that, there are two, two-person assault sleds stored inside the ship that can be launched at a moment’s notice.”

“Spiffy,” Beck said, unimpressed.

“You’re just upset because you can no longer control us,” Lazlo said. “The marines on the Mongoose have radically changed the balance of power on Waystation.”

Porter started chuckling quietly to himself while Beck let out a loud laugh.

“The Mongoose?” Beck said.

“Yeah. So?”

“Just checking,” Beck said. She started laughing again.

“Hey! The mongoose is a highly skilled killer!” Lazlo said. “Snakes quake with fear at their approach. In its lifetime, a mongoose can kill over…”

“Your ship’s landed,” Beck said, cutting him off. The Mongoose had set down in the hangar, and the hangar door was closing. Lazlo glared at Beck, then marched over to his ship. A few moments later, hatches on either side of the Mongoose opened, and marines began streaming out into the hangar. Major Hodges and her co-pilot were the last to leave. They fell in line with the other marines who were standing at attention in front of the Mongoose. Once all fifty were assembled, one of the marines stepped over to Colonel Lazlo.

“The Seventy-Ninth Battalion reporting as ordered, sir,” the marine said, saluting so stiffly that Beck started wondering if he was part robot or something.

“It’s good to see you, Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal,” Lazlo said. “Fall in.” O’Neal quickly rejoined the assembled battalion.

Lazlo began pacing up and down the deck in front of his troops.

“Marines, welcome to Waystation. You have been sent here as the first and last line of defense of the Federation colonies in this sector. At the first sign of trouble, we will go in and eliminate it. Is that understood?”

“YES, SIR!” the entire battalion shouted in reply. Beck was disturbed to see that even Steph Hodges was shouting.

“Very good. Now then, Sergeant Kyle has your room assignments. Get settled in. Maneuvers start at oh-five hundred tomorrow morning. Dismissed!”

“Hold on a second!” Beck said loudly before the marines had a chance to disperse. “Before you go, I wanted to introduce myself.

My name is Commander Lisa Beck. I am in charge of Waystation, which makes me your commanding officer while you’re on board. This is your home now and I hope you’ll be comfortable, but I want you to remember that this is also a Starfleet station and a stopping point for hundreds of civilian ships. Feel free to enjoy the facilities and to come see me if you have any problems. And, in the event that any of you should be involved in any unpleasantness on board, you will be disciplined by both Colonel Lazlo and myself. Is that understood?”

“YES, MA’AM!” the marines shouted equally loud as they had in responding to Lazlo a few moments earlier.

“Good,” Beck said smiling. “Welcome to Waystation. Dismissed.” The marines quickly broke from their line and headed toward Sergeant Kyle. Lazlo stormed over to Beck angrily.

“What the hell was that?” he demanded.

“That was a welcome aboard speech,” Beck said. “One that you should have given yourself, Colonel.”

“I will give my troops the speeches I see fit to give them, Commander,” Lazlo said. Having received her room assignment, Major Hodges walked over to them. “See Beck, we marines deal with things in our own way. You Starfleet people could learn a lot from us. Like her, for instance.” Lazlo gestured toward Hodges. “This is Major Stephanie Hodges. She is the Mongoose’s pilot, and one of the best pilots I have ever seen. Hodges, this is Commander Beck.”

Beck and Hodges ignored Lazlo and hugged.

“Hodges, please! You just met,” Lazlo said.

“Steph, it’s been way too long,” Beck said. “Let’s get you settled in.” Beck and Hodges walked off toward the exit. Lazlo just glared after them, his fury growing by the second. This was not going the way he had planned. First, Beck takes over his meeting. Then, it turns out she’s old friends with his third-in- command.

“All personnel have been assigned, sir,” Lieutenant Colonel Daniel O’Neal said from behind Lazlo, startling him out of his thoughts.

“Fine. Dismissed.”

“Yes, sir,” O’Neal said. He turned and left quickly while Lazlo fumed about the day’s turn of events. He had the Mongoose, but Beck had established her position of power on the station. There was no way that he could continue to allow his command authority to be usurped by Starfleet. Some changes were in order.

Lazlo looked around and saw that Lieutenant Porter was over by the doors quickly making friends with five of the marines. Another bad sign. Porter wasn’t a bad guy, but he was still Starfleet.

“Lieutenant Porter,” Lazlo called. “Could you come over here for a second?”

“Sure,” Porter replied. “I’ll see you guys then,” he said to the marines.

Great, Lazlo thought, Porter was already setting up meeting times with his marines.

“What can I do for you?” Porter asked.

“About that planet I wanted…”

“Ridalis Four,” Porter said.

“What?”

“Ridalis Four. It’s less than a light year from here. No civilizations. Mild forest climate. M-class. What more could you ask for?”

“A location maybe?”

“I’m way ahead of you. The complete info has already been sent to your computer.”

“Thank you for your help.”

“No problem. I hope it meets your needs,” Porter replied as he headed for the door.

“It just might,” Lazlo said.



“My God, Steph, how did you end up assigned to Lazlo?” Beck asked as she and Hodges sat in the food court enjoying some dinner.

“You’d have to talk to headquarters about that one,” Hodges replied. “I just go where they send me.”

“Lucky you. This isn’t exactly a vacation spot, you know.”

“Actually, I don’t. Nobody’s saying anything about this place.”

“What?”

“Lisa, all we got was some coordinates. I’m serious. As far as the Federation’s telling people, Waystation is a nice, quiet stop on the way to unexplored space.”

“Well, it’s been quiet lately, but the neighbors can be really rowdy when they want to be,” Beck said.

“That’s why we’re here,” Hodges said, taking a sip of her coffee.

“This isn’t the same Stephanie Hodges who couldn’t even get up the nerve to go into her own basement until she was twelve.”

“The wonders of marine training,” Hodges said smiling.

“Or who wouldn’t ask Barry Jensen to homecoming our sophomore year.”

“That was a long time ago,” Hodges said. A smile crept across her face. “Besides, he smelled funny.”

“Oh, come on! You didn’t like the lovely scent of fresh potatoes.”

“Lisa! You haven’t changed a bit. I guess Starfleet really is soft on you people.”

“Don’t start that marine propaganda crap with me. I know what I’ve been through.”

“And what’s that?”

“Stuff. Probably nothing you heard about. I don’t think that the Secondprize got a lot of press.”

“Never heard of it,” Hodges said. “What’s a secondprize…besides the obvious.”

“It was the ship I was posted on before being transferred here. I was the communications officer.”

“Sounds pretty dull.”

“It had its moments. They left me in command a lot. I saved their asses a few times. I got promoted and sent here.”

“You’ll have to tell me all about it some time. But now on to important stuff. How’s the love life?”

“If you had seen the psychos I served with on the Secondprize, you wouldn’t be asking me that question,” Beck said.



Colonel Lazlo walked into Dillon’s Supply Depot wondering if it was such a good idea. The proprietor, Bradley Dillon, was busy with a couple of customers, so Lazlo started browsing. The necessary equipment was there, but… The customers left, and Bradley headed toward Lazlo.

“Colonel, what a delightful surprise,” Bradley Dillon said warmly, his red, evangelist cheeks glowing brightly as he smiled. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m interested in some camping gear.”

“Wonderful. You’ve come to the right place. Now, how much do you want to rough it?”

“What do you mean?” Lazlo asked, confused. “I’m just talking about a few tents, a camp stove, some rations and sleeping bags…”

“Nonsense. That’s camping in the dark ages. This is the twenty-fourth century, Colonel. Come with me.” Bradley led Lazlo over to a small holo-projector sitting at the end of the counter next to the credit register. Bradley hunted through a box of data chips, pulled one out, and plugged it into the projector. Instantly, the three-dimensional image of a grey building floated in front of him.

“This is the Kilasson Port-a-home 6000,” Bradley said softly, almost whispering into Lazlo’s right ear. “It is a solid structure that fits into a small briefcase. One touch of a button and…poof! You’ve got a home. Inside, there’s a working replicator, waste reclimator, lights, and it sleeps six comfortably. It’s water-tight, heated, air-conditioned, insulated, and rust-protected. This, my friend, is the top of the line in camping technology. It truly is your home away from home.”

“I’ll take ten of them,” Lazlo said quickly.

“Wonderful. You won’t be sorry,” Bradley said as he began to ring up the transaction.



Colonel Lazlo stepped out of Dillon’s Pioneer Supply Depot feeling better about his plan. They were marines, and it was about time they started acting like it. He started whistling “From the Halls of Montezuma” and walked down the wide, grey concourse of Starfleet Square Mall. For once, the garish light displays and signs advertising the various stores actually seemed attractive to him.

Suddenly, a small, hooded figure in a black robe stepped out in front of him from a candlelit alcove.

“You will regret this course of action,” the hooded figure said with light, female voice.

“What do you know about it?” Lazlo said.

“Enough,” she replied. The woman pulled the hood back from her head revealing elfish features; short black hair, small pointed ears; and eyes that were just orbs of silver reflecting Lazlo’s image. This woman, Leximas, had come to Waystation from the unexplored regions of space shortly before Lazlo’s arrival. She was a guru, a mystic, the type of person Lazlo had no time for.

This was the first time they had spoken.

“Well, I don’t need you or your crystal ball telling me how to command my troops, Lexi.”

“Leximas.”

“Whatever.” Lazlo pushed past her and started to walk down the concourse. Leximas’ hand clamped down on his shoulder with a vise-like grip, then whirled him around. Lazlo was stunned from shock at Leximas’ strength and from the pain in his shoulder.

“You are entering your worst nightmare, Martin Lazlo,” Leximas said.

“No, I’m leaving it,” Lazlo replied. “If you will excuse me…” Lazlo backed away. Leximas bowed her head slightly, then pulled the hood back over her head and re-entered her alcove.

Lazlo headed to the nearest turbolift and descended to his quarters. Leximas and Waystation be damned. He was in command of his troops, and nothing was going to stand in the way of that.



Lazlo marched into Hangar Two at precisely 0500 the next morning. His battalion had already assembled and were waiting for his orders. A swell of pride flowed through him. This was his command.

“Report, O’Neal,” he said.

“All personnel present and accounted for, sir,” O’Neal replied.

“Excellent. Well, marines. I hope you didn’t get too comfortable last night. You are to pack up your gear and meet back on the Mongoose in twenty minutes. Dismissed.”

No one said a word, but Lazlo could see the looks of surprise on his troops’ faces. No matter. They were marines, and they would follow him wherever he led.

He went over to Major Hodges before she had a chance to leave and handed her a data padd with the information Lieutenant Porter had supplied him with.

“Here you are, Major,” Lazlo said with a smile. “This is our destination. Have the Mongoose ready to go in twenty minutes.”

“Yes, sir,” Hodges said flatly. Lazlo was sure that Hodges was upset about being separated from her old friend Commander Beck again, but too bad. She was a marine. Friends were a luxury.



“Mongoose to ops,” the voice of Colonel Lazlo barked over the comm system.

“Ops, here. Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales speaking,” Waystation’s first officer replied. “What can I do for you?”

“Request clearance to depart.”

Morales checked his console and saw that all traffic was clear and nothing was approaching on the sensors.

“You’re all clear, Mongoose,” Morales said. “Have a nice trip.

When can we expect you back?”

“Never,” Lazlo said. He started laughing then cut off the comm channel.

“We should be so lucky,” Lieutenant Porter commented from the science and operations console.

“I don’t think Commander Beck is going to be very happy about this,” Morales said. “Those marines were supposed to be stationed here. Those were the orders.”

“Commander, remember when we were back on the Secondprize and Commander Dillon worried about every rule, regulation, and order.”

“Yeah.”

“Remember how many friends he had.”

“He had friends?”

“Exactly. If Colonel Lazlo wants to move his scout troop to another campsite, let him. I don’t think Commander Beck is going to get that upset about it.”

“This is another one of those commander’s prerogative things isn’t it?” Morales asked, once again wondering how the hell he ended up stuck in a command position and wishing that he was back working in the Secondprize’s shuttlebay.

“Something like that,” Porter replied.



Less than an hour later, the Mongoose touched down in a forest clearing on Ridalis Four.

“Everything checks out,” Hodges reported, checking her sensors. “M-class, breathable atmosphere. No indigenous life- forms bigger than a Saint Bernard. It looks good.”

“Perfect. O’Neal, get the troops off the ship and set up a base camp here.”

“Yes, sir!” O’Neal said, clearly excited to be setting foot on an alien world. He headed to the back to organize the marines.

“You don’t want to be here, do you?” Lazlo said when he and Hodges were alone.

“With all due respect, sir, no. And I do not understand why you have brought us here.”

“But see, that’s the lovely thing about being a marine. You don’t have to understand. You just have to shut up and follow orders. Is that understood, Major?”

“Yes, sir,” Hodges said. “Loud and clear.”

“Good. Finish shutting the Mongoose down and join us outside.” Lazlo walked out of the cockpit leaving Hodges alone.



“All right, marines, listen up!” Lazlo said as he strutted up and down the line of his assembled troops. “This is Ridalis Four, your new home and home base. We will use this as our training ground and launch point for any missions the Federation council sends us on. In the cargo bay of the Mongoose, you will find our gear. I want it set up on the double.”

The troops began heading for the rear of the Mongoose.

“Oh, before you go, I want you to know that the Mongoose is now off-limits. Since you are marines, I’m sure that none of you would try anything funny, like taking the ship, but, as a precautionary measure, I have locked the ship and only I know the code to get back in. I will go in regularly to check for communiques from headquarters, but other than that, no one will be inside the Mongoose. Now, get to work.”

Hodges headed to the small cargo hatch of the Mongoose feeling like maybe she should have entered Starfleet Academy instead. This was insane. Correction, Lazlo was insane.



As dusk fell, the marine base camp was fully in place. The ten port-a-homes had been set up along with a supply tent and security field. Two marines patrolled the perimeter, while the others settled into their new homes and tested out the replicators.

They quickly discovered that the only Earth food programmed in was borscht. Since, none of them were that fond of Russian beet stew, they moved on to more palatable selections from other worlds.

Unfortunately, there were no more palatable selections to be found. Vulcan dust soup, Andorian hujan liver, Lollax bile burgers.

Everyone was saved when Private Howarth remembered that he had a data chip with his mother’s lasagna recipe on it, however. Once the chip was installed and everyone had eaten some nice pasta, a somber silence fell across the group. How many meals in a row could they eat lasagna before they all went insane?



Night set in. The trees and the cloud cover surrounded the small camp in darkness. The only light was from a few portable lights in the center of the camp. All around was silent except for the slight rustling of leaves as a breeze blew through them.

Private Keith Copeland, a phaser in one hand and a tricorder in the other, continued his patrol rounds a bit nervously. He wasn’t used to being stationed in the wilderness. All of his training had been for urban operations. This was way out of his league.

Suddenly, the proximity detector on the tricorder went off. Copeland jumped, then calmed down and checked his scope. Several small creatures had just entered scanning range. There were at least a hundred of them, but they were all less that a foot long and four inches high. Night foragers probably looking for some bugs for dinner. They’d see the light, get curious, then run away when they hit the security field.

A few moments later, the creatures were still coming. In less than a minute, they’d be entering the clearing. Odd. They didn’t seem to be even slowing down to look for food along the way. Maybe, they were drawn to the light. He stood still to wait for them.

Seconds later, a small furry creature stepped out of the darkness into the light. It looked like a squirrel, but with six legs and deep blue eyes. It was adorable.

Copeland pulled out his ration snack bar, opened it, and threw it over the security field towards the creature. The creature looked at Copeland, then went over to the ration bar. It sniffed the ration bar, then picked it up to take a few bites. Adorable.

Several more of the creatures stepped into the light. They watched their companion nibble on the ration bar. When it had finished, the others started passing it around, each taking a few bites. This was almost too cute for words.

When the bar was gone, the creatures all turned to look at Copeland.

“Sorry, guys. That’s all I had,” Copeland said with a shrug.

The creatures started walking toward him. They hit the security field. It crackled to life, shocking them and sending them flying backwards. Copeland felt sorry for the pain the field had probably caused them.

The shocked creatures got up and started chattering wildly. The other creatures started chattering as well. Then, they all formed into a line parallel with the field and walked toward it. Just before they hit, their eyes began to glow.

The creatures stepped through the field like it wasn’t even there.

“What the…”

One of the creatures fixed its gaze on Copeland.

Its eyes turned from blue to red.

It pounced.



Across the camp, Private Oprelo Kintasa, an Epolsian, heard Copeland’s scream. As the only other marine on patrol, Kintasa’s duty was to investigate Copeland’s scream, something he desperately did not want to do. He activated his marine-standard, wrist communicator.

“Kintasa to Copeland. Are you all right? Copeland, please respond.”

Nothing. Kintasa raised his phaser and walked cautiously over to Copeland’s patrol area.

“Kintasa to O’Neal.”

“What?” the lieutenant colonel’s voice replied groggily.

“I’ve lost contact with Copeland. I’m checking it out now.”

Kintasa walked behind one of the port-a-homes and saw Copeland sitting against the side of the building. He was surrounded by a horde of small, furry creatures and smiling happily.

“Hi, Oprelo,” Copeland said, looking up at him. Copeland’s eyes were glowing with a deep blue. One of the creatures was on the back of his neck. Kintasa couldn’t tell from where he was standing, but it almost looked like the thing had its teeth buried in Copeland’s neck.

“Aren’t they the cutest thing you ever saw?” Copeland said, his voice dripping with sugary sweetness. “I just want to hug them all. Oooh, huggy wuggy!” He extended his arms and wrapped them around several of the creatures. He picked them up and squeezed them lovingly to his body.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Kintasa asked.

“Kintasa, report,” O’Neal’s voice demanded.

“Nothing’s wrong,” Copeland said. “I’m VERY happy.”

Suddenly, the creatures in Copeland’s arms turned their gaze on Kintasa. Their blue eyes changed to a bright red.

“Show him how cute you are,” Copeland said and opened his arms. The creatures pounced. Kintasa screamed and fired his phaser.

He missed.

One of the creatures landed on his shoulder. Kintasa grabbed it and threw it back at Copeland.

“Kintasa, what’s going on!” O’Neal shouted.

“We’re being attacked!” Kintasa screamed. “Help!”

Another creature landed on his neck. Kintasa wasn’t able to get his hands on it before four fangs dug painfully into the flesh at the back of his neck. He screamed in pain. Then fell silent.

Everything, suddenly seemed much better. It was a beautiful night, and he’d be gosh darned if these furry things weren’t the most dagburned adorable things he’d ever seen.



“O’Neal to Lazlo.”

Colonel Lazlo rolled over and tried to ignore it.

“O’Neal to Lazlo!”

Lazlo put a pillow over his head.

“O’NEAL TO LAZLO!”

Lazlo dove over to his night stand and grabbed his communicator off of it.

“WHAT?” he shouted.

“Colonel, we’re under attack! Copeland and Kintasa are down.

I’m mobilizing the troops now!”

“My God! Is it the Multeks?”

“We don’t know.”

“Find out, damn it! I want whoever it is eliminated.”

“Yes, sir!”



Moments later, the entire battalion was in combat gear and racing out of their port-a-homes. There was no one to be seen.

“What is going on out here?” Lazlo demanded as he stormed out of his home. “I don’t see any attackers!”

“I can’t explain it, sir,” O’Neal said, rushing over to him. “Kintasa reported an attack.”

Just then, Kintasa and Copeland skipped happily into the main center of the camp.

“Hi, guys,” they said in unison and waived.

“Everyone is just so cute in their neat-o uniforms,” Kintasa said.

“Where the hell have you two been?” O’Neal said. He noticed a furry ball around the back of each of their necks. “And what’s with the furballs?”

“What furballs?” Kintasa and Copeland replied. The horde of creatures suddenly crawled up behind Kintasa and Copeland and sat at their feet.

“These furballs?” Copeland said, gesturing at the creatures around his feet. “Aren’t they just the cutest thing you ever saw?”

“Absolutely darling,” Kintasa added.

“Awwwwww,” both men exclaimed.

The creatures looked at the assembled marines with their deep blue eyes. The eyes turned to red. The creatures charged at the marines.

“Sh**!” Lazlo screamed. “Attack!”

Phaser blasts lanced toward the oncoming rush of creatures. A couple of beams hit, but the creatures just shook the effects off.

“Don’t use stun, you idiots!” Lazlo shouted. “You’re marines! Kill! Kill! Kill!”

As the marines quickly tried to re-adjust their phasers, the creatures pounced. Ten marines went down in the first wave. As the creatures dug into the backs of their necks, the marines sat down, pulled out their wallets, and started showing cute family pictures to each other.

“We’ve got to get out of here!” Hodges shouted, rushing over to Lazlo.

“We are not going to get chased off by a bunch of happy, mutant squirrels!” Lazlo said.

“They are cute,” Sergeant Kyle said from beside him. Hodges and Lazlo quickly pointed their phasers at Kyle. He didn’t have a creature on his neck. “What?” Kyle demanded.

“Go shoot something,” Lazlo said, disgusted.

“You know I don’t do that kind of thing. That’s why I’m your executive assistant.” It was clear that Kyle took great pride in the title.

O’Neal came running over to them, sweat pouring down his dirt- caked face.

“Sir, we’re getting trounced. I recommend a retreat,” O’Neal gasped.

“How many do we have left?” Hodges asked.

O’Neal looked around real quick.

“Four…including us.”

“You mean we’re it?” Lazlo shouted.

“Yes, sir.”

“Can we run now?” Hodges said.

“To the Mongoose,” Lazlo shouted, already running in the direction of the ship. The others followed.

The remaining creatures that had not already attached themselves to a marine locked their gaze on the retreating four marines. They charged.



The four marines reached the hatch of the Mongoose fast enough to put any of their speed records to shame. Lazlo quickly started punching numbers into the keypad by the hatch.

“Oh my God! They’re coming!” Kyle shouted, looking back over his shoulder at the charging horde.

“Come on, Colonel,” Hodges said.

“I’m trying! Punching in twenty numbers takes time.”

“Twenty numbers! Why the hell…”

“I didn’t want anyone to get in,” Lazlo snapped.

“They’re almost here!” Kyle said.

“Shoot them!” Lazlo shouted. O’Neal fired quick bursts into the charging mass. Once again, the creatures were not affected.

“Level eight isn’t working,” O’Neal said. “I’m trying level twelve.”

“Shut up and do it!” Lazlo said. O’Neal readjusted the setting on his phaser and fired again. A few of the creatures staggered back, but they kept coming.

“It didn’t work!”

Lazlo punched in the last digit causing the hatch to slide open. He climbed inside, followed by Hodges and O’Neal. The creatures were coming up fast, too fast for them to get Kyle inside in time.

“Hold them off, Kyle,” Lazlo said, kicking his executive assistant backwards. Kyle fell into the mass of creatures just as Lazlo closed the hatch, cutting them off from the attackers.

“I can’t believe you just did that!” Hodges shouted.

“Watch your tone, Major. You’re speaking to a superior officer,” Lazlo said. He charged toward the cockpit.

“What are we going to do, sir?” O’Neal said.

“We’re getting out of here.”

“We can’t just leave the others,” Hodges said. “We have to call for help.”

“Help?” Lazlo said, turning on her. “The nearest marines are light years away. It would take them days to get here.”

“Waystation can have a ship here in less than an hour,” Hodges said.

“Oh no! I am not calling Beck for help.”

The ship started rocking as the creatures swarmed over it. The three marines started hearing a scratching sound on the hull.

“What is that?” Hodges asked.

“I think they’re trying to get inside,” O’Neal said.

“Not for long,” Lazlo said. “We’re taking off. Let’s see if these bastards can survive in space.”

“Sir, I really think we should call Waystation,” O’Neal said.

“We need help.”

“I don’t think so,” Lazlo said. “Prepare for liftoff. That’s an order!”

“Yes, sir,” O’Neal said. Suddenly, he screamed in agony and fell to the floor. One of the creatures was on his back. Beyond O’Neal, at the rear of the Mongoose, Lazlo and Hodges could see a small patch of light where the creature had clawed through the hull and climbed inside. Two more were coming inside after it.

“Wow, this ship is cute!” O’Neal said as he stood back up, his eyes glowing with a deep blue.

“Sir, hull integrity has been compromised,” Hodges said, backing toward the cockpit.

“No kidding,” Lazlo said nervously. “Let’s go.” The two made a quick dash for the cockpit, closing the pressure door behind them. Hodges sat down at her console and activated a security field in front of the door.

“I’m modulating the shield frequency, so maybe they won’t get in as fast,” Hodges said.

“Good idea,” Lazlo said, sitting down at the co-pilot’s console. He hit a couple of buttons.

“What are you doing?”

“Calling for help.”



“Ops to Beck.”

Commander Beck stirred in her bed, hoping that she was just dreaming that someone was waking her up.

“Operations to Commander Beck.”

It wasn’t a dream.

“Beck here,” she said, sitting up and rubbing her eyes. “What is it?”

“We’re getting a distress call from Ridalis Two.”

“Ridalis Two? Isn’t that where the marines went?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I’m on my way.”

Beck stepped out of the turbolift into ops a few moments later. Lieutenant Lindsay Marcson, the officer in charge of the night watch, was standing over by the tactical console with Lieutenant Russell, who also looked like he’d just been rousted out of bed.

“What’s the story?” Beck said, walking over to them as he pulled the last few strands of her long red hair into a pony tail.

“We received a message from Colonel Lazlo ten minutes ago. He says they’re under attack,” Marcson reported.

“Let’s hear it,” Beck said.

“Mongoose to Waystation. Please help us. Creatures are attacking us. The whole battalion is gone. Hodges and I are the only ones left. They’re trying to get in. Please hurry.”

“Holy sh**,” Russell said.

“What kind of creatures?” Beck asked.

“He didn’t say,” Marcson said. “That’s the whole message.”

“Wake up Porter, Morales, and Dr. Nelson and have them meet you in Hangar One,” Beck said to Russell. “Take the Yadkin and the Cumberland. I want you guys off this station in less than ten minutes.”

“I’m on my way,” Russell said. He raced into the turbolift. Beck could hear him contacting Porter as the turbolift door closed.

“Hold on, Steph,” Beck said softly.



“The door seems to be holding,” Lazlo said.

“Yes,” Hodges replied. “For now.”

“Hodges, if we get out of this, I promise we will stay on Waystation. I mean, I really, really promise.”

“Sir.”

“Yes.”

“With all due respect, shut up.”



Russell and Porter ran toward the runabout Yadkin as Lieutenant Commander Morales and Dr. Amedon Nelson, Waystation’s chief medical officer, raced to the runabout Cumberland. The door of Hangar One was already opening. Seconds later, the two runabouts rose up off of the deck and flew out into space. Once clear of Waystation’s upper saucer, they jumped into warp, headed for Ridalis Four.



The door was gone. All that stood between the group of creatures assembled outside of the cockpit and Hodges and Lazlo was the modulating force field. The creatures’ red eyes glowed fiercely as they threw themselves time and time again at the force field.

Further back in the ship, they could see Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal playing with two of the creatures. They were dancing around together. Hodges wasn’t sure, but she thought O’Neal was singing “Ring Around the Rosie.”



“We’re approaching the Ridalis system now,” Porter said. “Now, the fun starts.” He dropped the runabout out of warp and headed toward Ridalis Four. The Cumberland was right behind him.

“I’ve found them,” Russell said, checking the sensors. “Numerous humanoid lifesigns and a lot of non-humanoids.”

“Assuming a geosynchronous orbit,” Porter said. “Porter to Cumberland.”

“Morales here.”

“This is your show, Commander. What do we do?”

“I’m reading three humanoids on the Mongoose,” Dr. Nelson’s voice broke in. “Two humans, and one that is very close to human, but with some anomalous readings.”

“Porter, see if you can get the two humans. I’m going to bring up the other one into a quarantined area. After that, we’ll figure out our next step.”

“Fair enough. Porter out.” He turned to Russell. “You heard the man. Beam them up.”



One of the creatures was halfway through the field. Somehow, it was squeezing its way through, but it was taking a lot of effort.

“I don’t want to go like this,” Lazlo said.

“None of us did,” Hodges said. Suddenly, O’Neal dematerialized in the wonderfully familiar blue sparkle of a Starfleet transporter beam.

“We’re saved!” Lazlo shouted. The creature finished pushing its way through. “I hope.” Then, he felt the comforting tingle of dematerialization. When the creature pounced, Lazlo and Hodges were no longer there.



“Welcome aboard,” Porter said, turning to Lazlo and Hodges.

“We’re delighted to be here,” Hodges said gratefully. “Where’s O’Neal?”

“O’Neal. Was he the other one on the Mongoose?” Russell asked.

“Yes.”

“He’s on the Cumberland. They’re in orbit right next to us. We were getting some strange readings, so we put him in a quarantine field.”

“Good!” Lazlo said. “He’s possessed. They all are.”

“Possessed?” Porter asked.

“Nelson to Yadkin,” the doctor’s voice said over the comm system.

“Porter here. What’s up, Doc?”

“I hate it when you do that.”

“Sorry.”

“Anyway, there’s some type of creature attached to O’Neal’s neck. It seems to be altering his behavior, but he doesn’t seem dangerous. I want to get him back to the infirmary before I try anything though.”

“Understood,” Porter said. “What about the other marines?”

“Set up a quarantine field in your passenger area and beam them up. We’re going to grab twenty-five of them. You get the rest.”

“We’re on it. Porter out.”

“But my ship…” Lazlo said.

“It’s not going anywhere,” Porter said. “Just relax and let us take it from here.”



Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal lay on his stomach on one of the biobeds in the infirmary as Dr. Nelson scanned the creature attached to his neck. Satisfied with the information she had gathered, Nelson returned to her office where Commander Beck and Colonel Lazlo were waiting for her.

“Well, Doctor,” Lazlo said.

“It’s basically a symbiont,” Nelson said.

“Like what’s living inside you?” Beck asked.

“Not quite,” Nelson said. “This is more of a parasitic relationship. The creature feeds on negative emotions and expels positive ones.”

“What?” Lazlo said.

“Think of it like photosynthesis. In photosynthesis, a plant takes in carbon dioxide and expels oxygen. In this case, when the creatures attach themselves to a host, they take in anger and hatred and expel goodness and light.”

“Oh my God,” Lazlo said in disgust.

“While I appreciate goodness and light as much as the next person, these things have basically commandeered the minds of those marines,” Beck said. “Can we get rid of them?”

“Sure,” Nelson said. “We just have to overdose the marines on goodness and light.”

“How do you intend to do that?” Lazlo asked.

“We have our ways,” Nelson said smiling.



“Station Log. Stardate 50281.8. Well, it took thirty hours of nothing but cartoons and syrupy family films from an ancient Earth organization called Disney, but the creatures finally detached themselves and slipped into cuteness-induced comas.

Immediately upon being freed from the creatures influence, the marines started vomiting all over the recreation room where we were showing the films. Dr. Nelson isn’t sure if the vomiting was an after effect of the creatures control or if it was caused by the movies. I’m inclined to think it was from the movies.

Lieutenant Porter has returned the creatures to their homeworld and retrieved the Mongoose. Also, Colonel Lazlo has informed me that the marines will be remaining on Waystation. I think that his recent ordeal has mellowed Lazlo. I can only hope I’m right.

Meanwhile, now that Steph is remaining on the station, she and I get to engage in a ritual we haven’t performed since we were eighteen: a midnight coffee run.”



“Somehow, this just isn’t the same without Bernie’s coffee,” Stephanie Hodges said, looking around at the sterile gray concourse of Starfleet Square Mall.

“Is Bernie’s still open?” Beck asked.

“Last I heard it was.”

“I thought we were the only thing keeping that place in business. No one was ever in there.”

“No one was in there at midnight when we went. Most people went there earlier.”

“Oh.”

Lieutenant Porter walked by carrying a small, force-field case. Inside was one of the creatures from Ridalis Four.

“Lieutenant,” Beck called. “What the hell is that doing on my station?”

“Stowaway,” Porter said. “I found it in the Mongoose after I docked. I was lucky to catch it before it bit me.”

“Is that the only one?”

“Yes, ma’am. I was just taking it to the infirmary to have it put in stasis until I can take it back tomorrow.”

“Go to bed, Craig. I’ll take care of it,” Beck said, a smile spreading across her face. Porter stepped over to Beck and Hodges table and set the force cage down.

“This is the part where I walk away and don’t ask any questions, isn’t it?” Porter said.

“That’s right,” Beck said. Porter made a hasty retreat. He felt sorry for whoever Beck was plotting against even though he had a pretty good idea who it was.

“What are you thinking, Lisa?” Hodges asked.

“Me? Nothing. Why would I be thinking something?”

“I’ve known you way too long to believe that. Come on. Spill it.”

“Well, I was just thinking that this creature might get awfully lonely having to spend the night alone. Surely, we can find someone to keep it company tonight.”

“You wouldn’t. What am I saying? You would.”

“Would you care to join me for a quick trip to the transporter room?”

“Definitely.”



Colonel Lazlo rolled over as he faintly heard the hum of a transporter. He was dreaming it, though. No one would be beaming anything anywhere near him. He very quickly fell back asleep.

Then, four little teeth dug into the back of his neck.

Lazlo screamed, then noticed how cute his pillowcases were.






This Is Only a Test



Direction in the direction-less. Order within chaos. A purpose for all events and for all life. All encounters have meaning; one must just search until that meaning is found.

Leximas opened her eyes and stared deeply into the flame of the candle before her. She sat cross-legged, hovering slightly above the floor of the small alcove in Waystation’s Starfleet Square Mall that Commander Beck had given her the use of. The flame, as usual, held many questions, but no answers.

Why had she been led to this station? Her mind-guide had told her nothing, only to come to Waystation. Something was going to occur; she was not sure when. Leximas knew that Waystation was where she had to be and that she had a role to play in what was to come. So did Commander Lisa Beck, but Beck did not know it yet.

Until all was revealed to her, Leximas would remain in this place. The company of these beings from the planet Earth pleased her. They were simple, yet they yearned and reached for more. That was the role of their Starfleet.

Leximas, too, was an explorer, but she travelled where her mind-guide took her. Her wish was only to learn and, where she could, allow others to benefit from her wisdom.

She closed her eyes again, cutting off one level of her sight, but she was still aware of all that surrounded her, aware of more than the humans of Waystation could dream.

Her mind reached out across the void, into what was to come. As always, the images were hazy, indistinct, but Leximas could tell one thing for sure. A test was approaching; a test unlike any she had encountered before.



Commander Lisa Beck stepped out of the turbolift into ops in a spectacular mood. She couldn’t quite explain it, but she was sure when she woke up that morning that today was going to be a wonderful day.

Beck turned toward her office and immediately realized that the universe had played a cruel joke on her. Pacing impatiently inside her office was Colonel Martin Lazlo, the commander of the contingent of Federation marines assigned to Waystation. Beck and Lazlo hadn’t gotten along from the moment the marine first set foot on board.

“He’s been in there for almost half an hour,” Lieutenant Craig Porter said from the operations and science console, which was located right next to Beck’s office.

“I guess he’s still pissed about that mutant squirrel thing I beamed into his quarters two nights ago,” Beck said.

“Could be,” Porter replied. “I thought it was cute, though.”

“I really don’t want to deal with him this morning,” Beck said.

“The joys of command.”

“Thanks. I appreciate your compassion.”



“Anytime.”

Beck steeled herself and walked into her office. Lazlo immediately stopped his pacing and turned on her.

“It’s about time you got here! Your shift supposedly started twenty minutes ago,” Lazlo said.

“I decided to have a long breakfast,” Beck said, taking a seat at her desk. “And since I only have to report to myself, it wasn’t a problem. Now, what can I do for you?” Beck prepared herself for Lazlo’s tirade about the squirrel trick.

“It’s about Leximas,” Lazlo said.

“What?” Beck said, surprised. What did an alien mystic have to do with anything?

“I don’t think you should let her roam around freely like she does,” Lazlo said. Beck looked at him confused. “You don’t get it, do you? Of course not, you Starfleet types never do.”

“Get what?”

“You have an alien of unknown origin and intent running loose on this station. I’ve tried to ignore it for the last month, but I can’t take it anymore.”

“What happened?” Beck asked, leaning back in her chair.

“She predicted that my marines would get attacked by those damn squirrel things,” Lazlo said, finally taking a seat in the chair across the desk from Beck.

“And you didn’t listen to her,” Beck said. “It sounds to me like she was just trying to help.”

“Look, the only way she could know what was going to happen was if she can predict the future or she planned it. I tend to believe the latter.”

“So, what do you want me to do? Have Russell lock her up for predicting stuff?”

“Yes!”

“Well, I’m not going to do it. She is a guest here.”

“She’s a menace and a security risk. We know nothing about her, what species she is, what planet she’s from, who her enemies are, nothing!”

“I’m not going to interrogate everyone who comes to Waystation,” Beck said. “We’re supposed to be fostering peace and goodwill out here.”

“You’re not going to do anything.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Then, I am,” Lazlo said, standing up. “I should have known coming here would be a waste of time.”

“What are you going to do?” Beck demanded, rising out of her chair.

“I’m assigning one of my marines to keep an eye on her.”

“I can’t control where your marines go, Lazlo, but if I get one report that your people are harassing Leximas, I’m going to rip your head off and use it as hood ornament on a runabout! Got it?”

“You are going to thank me for this later,” Lazlo said, heading toward the door of Beck’s office. “Leximas is dangerous.”

“Not nearly as dangerous as you are,” Beck said.

“Thank you,” Lazlo said. He walked out of the office.

“That wasn’t a compliment!” Beck shouted after him. Damn! This was definitely not turning out to be the wonderful day she had expected.



Leximas felt the presence approaching from the moment it stepped off of the turbolift just down the concourse from her meditation alcove. Its mind was projecting its destination everywhere.

As the presence grew closer, Leximas was able to ascertain more details. It was a human…male…determined, yet full of youth, full of questions, full of possibilities.

The man stepped into her alcove. Leximas, cross-legged and levitating a foot off of the floor, did not turn to face him.

“Welcome,” she said softly. “I hope that you will find what you seek.”

“Are you Leximas?”

“Yes.”

“Then, I’ve found what I was seeking. I’m Corporal Michael Banks. I’ve been assigned to you.”

Leximas descended slowly to the floor, then stood up and turned around to face her guest.

“Assigned to me? How so?”

“Colonel Lazlo just ordered me to keep an eye on you,” Banks replied.

“And why must you…keep an eye on me?”

“The colonel believes that you have hostile intentions toward this station and its personnel, ma’am.”

“I assure you that I am not hostile. You may leave now.”

“I cannot do that, ma’am. I have my orders.”

“I see.” Leximas sat back down and started mediating again, ignoring Banks’ presence. The marine stood silently for ten minutes. Finally, he sat down on the floor and leaned up against the wall. Leximas slowly rose up into the air again. Banks watched, fascinated.

“How do you do that?” he asked finally.

“Do what?” Leximas replied.

“Float.”

“True inner peace allows us to float above all of the obstacles that the universe may present.”

“Woah. Can you teach me inner peace?” Banks asked. Leximas opened her eyes and looked at the marine.

“Inner peace cannot be taught. It is at the end of a long journey, a journey that each soul must travel individually. You are not alone, however. Everyone has inside them a guide to lead them on the journey. You must allow yourself to hear that guide’s voice.”

“That’s really incredible.”

“I find it more incredible that people, such as yourself, allow themselves to become so wrapped in this one level of being that they do not look to the larger horizon…or within the depths of themselves,” Leximas said.

“I don’t understand.”

“I can see inside you, Michael Banks. There is much more to you than you suspect. You allow yourself to see only the marines, but what about the universe in which you reside? What about the wonders of a glowing nebula? Of a star? Of a blade of grass? You have sat in the sun watching the movements of insects with awe. You have begun to push toward seeing the whole of the universe in its intricate glory. But now, all you see is the marines. All you see is your uniform.”

“Woah. You’re right,” Banks said, stunned.

“Meditate upon this for a while. Stare into the flame and allow your mind to ponder my words.”

Michael Banks stared into the candle flame and let himself go.

All of his marine training and school learning fell aside as he just allowed himself to be an inhabitant of the universe. Yes, inner peace was what he needed, and following Leximas was the way to get it.



“Banks….Banks….Banks, wake up.”

Corporal Banks was jolted out of his meditation by someone tapping his shoulder. His whirled around and saw Corporal Theresa Sheppard standing there. He looked around for Leximas. The guru was still floating and meditating.

“Are you alright, Banks?” Sheppard asked.

“Definitely,” Banks replied. A smile spreading across his face. “Why are you here?”

“It’s my turn to watch the floating one over there,” Sheppard said. Banks looked down at his chronometer. Over four hours had passed since he started meditating. It felt like he’d only been here a few minutes.

“Listen to Leximas,” Banks said, getting up to leave. “She knows.”

“Knows what?” Sheppard asked, sitting down to get comfortable.

“She just knows.”



Theresa Sheppard’s life stretched out before her. Now, for the first time, she saw the possibilities of existence. All it had taken was a couple of hours talking to Leximas to show it to her. Sheppard knew that way to achieve these possibilities was by finding inner peace and the way to inner peace was to follow Leximas.



The next morning, Colonel Lazlo was in the middle of his exercise regimen when his door chime sounded.

“Enter,” he said, annoyed at the interruption. Lieutenant Colonel Daniel O’Neal, Lazlo’s second-in-command, walked in.

“Sir, sorry to disturb you, but I think we have a situation developing,” O’Neal said. Lazlo did five more push-ups, then stood up to walk over to his replicator.

“What kind of situation?”

“Well, sir, we’ve had four marines resign this morning.”

“Resign!” Lazlo shouted. “They’re marines, damn it! They can’t resign!”

“Yes, they can, sir. And they did.”

“Who?”

“Banks, Sheppard, Drummond, and Tuttle.”

“Any idea why they resigned?” Lazlo said, trying to regain his composure.

“Not really, sir, but they were all assigned to watch Leximas in the last twenty-four hours.”

“I knew it! She’s brainwashed them somehow!”

The door chime sounded again.

“What?” Lazlo screamed. Private Lauren Ustler walked into the office, a look of serenity filling her face.

“I’ve come to resign,” Ustler said, her head drifted dreamily from side to side as she spoke. “Bye, now.” She dropped a padd on Lazlo’s desk with her resignation on it, then turned to go.

“Ustler, where are you going?” Lazlo screamed.

“To find inner peace,” she said calmly. “Bye bye. I love you both.” Ustler walked out of the door.

“She wasn’t even assigned to Leximas,” O’Neal said.

“Oh God! It’s spreading,” Lazlo said. “We’ve got to put a stop to this!” He charged out of his office, followed by O’Neal.

Outside Lazlo’s office, Sergeant Rick Kyle, Lazlo’s executive assistant sat surrounded by padds. Lazlo stopped in his tracks when he saw the pile around Kyle.

“These came for you, sir,” Kyle said, handing a few to Lazlo. Lazlo looked at the top one.

“I’m resigning to look for inner peace,” it read. The next few padds all said basically the same thing. O’Neal grabbed another stack.

“Resigning to look for inner peace…resigning to look for inner peace…resigning to look to inner peace…resigning to look for inner…”

“Shut up!” Lazlo shouted, cutting him off. “How many are there?”

“Forty-two,” Kyle said. “That’s counting Private Ustler.”

“I’m going to get her for this,” Lazlo said.

“But Ustler’s so nice,” Kyle said.

“Not her, you idiot! Leximas!” Lazlo charged out of the office with O’Neal. Kyle picked up one of the padds and looked at it. Inner peace. That sounded nice. He wondered if Leximas could really lead him to it. Well, there was only one way to find out. Kyle started writing up his resignation.



Leximas stepped out of the turbolift and walked down the concourse of Starfleet Square Mall toward her little alcove. She became aware of several presences; they all wanted her.

She rounded the bend and was confronted with a disturbing sight. Several people were seated outside of her alcove. They all wore white robes and sandals. Several of them were singing.

“Kumbayaa, my lord. Kumbayaa.”

Upon Leximas’ approach, Michael Banks jumped up and signaled the group to be quiet.

“Silence, followers. Our master approaches,” Banks said.

“Leximas. Leximas. Leximas,” the crowd chanted softly.

“What is this?” Leximas asked.

“We have all come to learn from you and to hear your wisdom, master,” Banks said. “Those of us who spoke with you yesterday told the others of our group. We have left our former lives to follow you and your teachings.”

“You opened our eyes,” Sheppard said. “We will follow you anywhere.”

“The only ones that you must follow are yourselves. The only true guide lies within each one of you,” Leximas said. She stepped past them and into her alcove. Silently, she lit her candles and sat down to meditate. She could still sense the group behind her.

They were waiting for her. Well, they would have a long wait. Leximas closed her eyes and opened herself to her mind-guide.

Before very long, she sensed the approached of an angry being.

Its rage disturbed her meditation.

“WHAT THE HELL DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING?” Colonel Lazlo shouted at the top of his lungs. The group of former marines just looked up at him and smiled.

“Come join us, brother,” Banks said, holding his hand out to him.

“It’s worse than I thought!” Lazlo said.

“Let me try, sir,” O’Neal said, stepping forward. “Marines, fall in.” No one obeyed his order. “Fall in!” Nothing.

“Sit down. Hear the teachings of Leximas,” Sheppard said. Lazlo grunted and pushed passed the assembled group into Leximas’ meditation chamber.

“Welcome, Colonel Martin Lazlo,” Leximas said. Lazlo stopped and stared dumb-founded at the levitating mystic. She turned around in mid-air and floated over to him. “I am glad to see you here.”

“Why? So you can brainwash me, too?”

“Far from it. I wish you to take your marines. They are distracting me.”

“Distracting you!” Lazlo shouted. “You did this to them!”

“I did nothing.”

“Nothing! What do you call that?” Lazlo pointed out at the group. They were now dancing in a circle and singing “Happy Happy, Joy Joy.”

“Frightening,” Leximas said.

“You’re damn right it’s frightening!”

“What would you have me do?”

“Stop controlling their minds.”

“I believe the only one who has controlled their minds is you.

I have merely allowed them to see beyond the marines. They have now latched onto me for guidance that I cannot provide. That guidance is in themselves.”

“So tell them that.”

“I have. They do not appear to be listening, though.”

Lazlo threw up his hands in disgust and stormed out of the chamber.

“You’re throwing your lives away,” Lazlo said, making one last attempt to reason with his former troops.

“No, we aren’t,” they all replied in unison. It was spooky.

“Come on, O’Neal,” Lazlo ordered as he headed for the turbolift.

“Do I have to?” O’Neal said. He was now sitting in the middle of the group and feeling very comfortable. This whole idea of inner peace sounded pretty good.

“Fine! Stay there, you…you…hippies!” Lazlo marched off down the concourse.



Three hours later, Leximas descended to the floor and left her trance-state. Her meditations had not been as soothing as usual. The constant pressing of minds on her own was distracting. Of course, these humans could not know what they were doing, but she could sense each of their questioning minds probing her for answers and guidance. The whole effect was rather draining.

Leximas stepped out of her alcove and looked out over the group assembled there.

“She is going to speak,” Sheppard said happily.

“Go away,” Leximas said. “The road to inner peace lies within.”

“Yes, within you,” the crowd replied.

Leximas sighed, then walked down the concourse toward the replimat. Once there, she ordered a bowl of plomeek soup, a Vulcan dish that she had grown fond of, and sat down at a table to eat. Her followers gathered near the replimat and began another chorus of “Kumbayaa.”

“Would you mind if I joined you?” a voice said from behind Leximas. She had been so distracted with the presence of the former marines that she did not detect the person walking up behind her.

“Most certainly,” Leximas said. Bradley Dillon, the proprietor of Dillon’s Pioneer Supply Depot, sat down across from her with a large plate of pasta.

“It seems you’ve become pretty popular,” Bradley said, looking at the crowd.

“I do not desire their presence,” Leximas said.

“Have you told them that?”

“Yes, but they do not listen.”

“Well then, you’ve got a golden opportunity here,” Bradley said.

“I do not understand.”

“You could earn some credits on this thing. Charge them for wisdom, stuff like that.”

“I have no use for credits.”

“What about paying rent for your alcove?”

“Rent? What is rent?”

“You know, the cost to have a space in the mall here.”

“Commander Beck does not charge me.”

“She doesn’t? I thought I was the only one with a free-rent deal,” Bradley said.

“I fail to see how this will help me encourage my followers to return to their lives,” Leximas said.

“Sorry, I can’t help you there. I was just trying to help you earn a profit.”

“Thank you for your efforts, however, I only wish to get rid of my followers.”

“It’s tough being loved,” Bradley said just before shoving a fork-full of pasta into his mouth.



“Do you believe me now?” Lazlo said, pacing Commander Beck’s office. Beck looked up from the report that Lazlo had handed her and placed the padd down on her desk.

“She brainwashed your marines,” Beck said.

“Yes! She won’t admit it, though.”

“Of course not,” Beck said, trying very hard not to let a smile cross her face. “Beck to Porter.”

“Porter here,” the science officer replied from his console.

“Scan Leximas’ room and her meditation chamber. See if you can detect anything odd.”

“I’m on it,” Porter said. “Hold on…no…no…nope. All clear.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant. Are you satisfied, Colonel?”

“Not by a long shot,” Lazlo said. “And you’d be more concerned too if your friend Stephanie Hodges had resigned with the others.”

“Maybe,” Beck said. “But right now, it seems to me that your troops are experiencing a spiritual awakening. You should try to be more supportive.”

“I give orders, not support,” Lazlo said, heading toward the door.

“That could be your problem right there.”



Leximas returned to her meditation chamber the next morning, hoping that her followers had lost interest. She had foregone all of her usual rounds and activities on the previous day in favor of just meditating. She had hoped that her followers would become bored, then leave. They didn’t.

She did not look forward to another entire day of meditation.

While Leximas enjoyed meditation, there were other activities that she would like to indulge in. For instance, she still had much ground to cover in her study of the great philosophers of the Federation.

All of Leximas’ hopes disappeared as she approached her chamber to perform her morning meditation ritual. The followers were there…and they smelled.

“We stayed here all night,” Banks said smiling as Leximas approached.

“We will not leave until we have inner peace,” Sheppard added.

For a brief moment, the idea of just packing up and leaving Waystation crossed Leximas’ mind. She scolded herself for being so weak. This was a test of her conviction to her destiny. She knew that she must remain on the station. This minor annoyance was just that…minor.

“I find you all quite repulsive at the moment,” Leximas said, walking past them.

“We are lowly and repulsive because we don’t have inner peace,” Banks said. “Help us, great master.”

“Go bathe, and then look within yourselves,” Leximas said.

“We’d rather stay here,” the group said.



The next day, they were still there.

“Master, we wrote a song for you,” Banks said, running up to Leximas as she approached.

“I wish that you had not,” Leximas said, forging ahead despite the smell of unwashed bodies.

“Ready, everyone,” Banks said. The group began to sing:

Gather round, our brethren,

to hear all that we say,

Inner peace is waiting,

Leximas is the way.”

“That is very disturbing,” Leximas said, entering her chamber.

“Wait, master,” Banks called after her. “We have twelve more verses!”



The next day, Leximas approached holodeck three. It was unoccupied. Normally, Leximas did not use this Federation recreation device, but this was an emergency situation.

“Computer,” she began hesitantly. “Please recreate the meditation chamber in Starfleet Square Mall.”

The computer was silent for a moment, then it spoke.

“Program complete. Enter when ready.”

Leximas stepped forward. The holodeck doors opened, revealing her meditation chamber. With relief, Leximas entered to begin her morning ritual.

“How did you get by us, master?” Banks said, peeking his head into the chamber. “We’ve been waiting. We each composed a sonnet to you.”

Leximas felt something unusual building up inside her: rage. She picked up one of the lighted candelabras and stormed out of the chamber into the holodeck representation of the concourse of Starfleet Square Mall. Holodeck versions of her entire group of followers were there. That was it. She couldn’t even get away from them on the holodeck. Something inside Leximas snapped.

“I detest you all!” she shouted, swinging the candelabra at the crowd. Leximas felt the satisfying thunk of the candelabra against the skull of one of her followers…then another…and another.

The group started up another chorus of “Kumbayaa,” but that only fueled Leximas’ fury. The singers went down one by one under the wrath of the guru and her candelabra. Finally, Banks went down, leaving nothing but a pile of stinking bodies in blood- splattered robes that had yellowed from days of not being washed.

Feeling much better, Leximas dropped the candelabra.

“Exit,” she said. The holodeck door opened revealing the hallway of Waystation. Her entire group of followers was standing there waiting for her.

“You didn’t come to meditate, so we asked the computer where you were, master,” Banks said. His eyes fell on the mass of bodies behind Leximas. “What is that?”

“You! All of you!” Leximas shouted. “I don’t want you following me! How many times do I have to tell you that the road to inner peace lies within? Look within yourselves!” She grabbed Banks by the front of his robe and hoisted him into the air. “DO YOU UNDERSTAND?” Leximas dropped Banks and stormed out of the holodeck, pushing her way through the mass of astonished followers.

“I do not think that Leximas can lead us to inner peace until she has achieved it herself,” Banks said. The group nodded in agreement.



“Station Log. Stardate 50290.3. This morning, just as mysteriously as they resigned, all of Colonel Lazlo’s marines returned to duty. Evidently, they hit a wall on their journey to inner peace. In any case, Colonel Lazlo has decided to give up his idea of assigning a marine observer to Leximas. I guess he decided that Leximas is more of a risk to his marines’ minds than she is to Waystation.”



Leximas walked out of the turbolift onto the concourse of Starfleet Square Mall in what could only be described as a fantastic mood. She had seen her way through the test that the Guides had set down for her. While her solution was not well thought-out or even very nice, it had the wonderful plus of having worked. The crowd of followers was gone.

She was surprised to find someone waiting for her outside of her chamber. Bradley Dillon was there holding a small, black case.

“Just the woman I was looking for,” Bradley said, walking over to her with a big smile on his face.

“How may I be of service?” Leximas asked, grateful not to be talking to a marine.

“I was thinking, since you didn’t want to cash in on your popularity, why shouldn’t I do it? What do you think?” Bradley opened the black case and pulled out a small statuette. It looked exactly like Leximas.

“I’ll have at least one of these on every ship that goes out of here,” Bradley continued. “They bring good luck, wisdom, and guidance to those in need. What do you think?”

“I do not want you to sell it. That is my image.”

“Come on. It’s the Leximas, the Galactic Guru doll. We’ll sell a ton of them. And I can charge more if you sign them.”

“I do not think so,” Leximas said, pushing past him toward her chamber. “Galactic guru, indeed.”

“Hey, I could have called it the Weirdo of Waystation!”

Leximas ignored Bradley and went into her chamber to meditate, all the while reminding herself that this was only a test.






Field Trip



“Station Log. Stardate 50357.4. With Federation interest in this sector of space increasing, we have increased the number of scouting missions we’re sending into the uncharted reaches beyond Waystation. So far, only one colony has actually been founded in the area, but Starfleet Command assures me that other colony ships will be coming.

Since Waystation is deep into the unsettled territory, it’s up to us to find likely planets for colonization. Despite the ever- present threat of the Multeks, scout duty has been fairly routine.

For this reason, and since I haven’t been off of the damn station in months, I’ve decided to help out with the scouting missions.”



Commander Lisa Beck steered the runabout Yadkin around the moon of the fourth planet of the Wogelia solar system while Lieutenant Craig Porter sat next to her, carefully monitoring the sensor readings coming in from the lush, green world below them.

“It’s looks good,” Porter said, looking up from the console. “The moon is Class-M, no advanced life-forms, tropical climate. I’d love to set up a beach resort here.”

“I’m sure someone will,” Beck said. Porter thought he detected a hint of depression in her voice. Actually, it was a lot more than a hint.

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. Why do you ask?” Beck said. Porter didn’t buy it.

He’d known Beck too long for that. They were almost always on the bridge of the Secondprize together when the command crew was off getting themselves into trouble. Invariably, he and Beck had to help bail them out. Over the three years they served on the Secondprize, they had become friends.

“Because you sound like you’re about to eject yourself into that star over there. Come on, Lisa, what’s up?” Porter asked.

“I don’t know,” Beck replied. “I guess I just expected more than this.”

“These scouting missions are not exactly exciting.”

“That’s not what I meant. I have my own command out on the frontier, and almost nothing has happened the entire time we’ve been out here.”

“I don’t call getting attacked by the Multeks and the Romulans at the same time nothing,” Porter said even though he knew what Beck’s response would be.

“That happened right after we got here and there’s been nothing since,” Beck said. Yep, she said exactly what Porter was expecting.

“We could go invade the Multeks,” Porter said jokingly.

“Craig, I’m serious. I’m thinking about requesting a transfer. Maybe back to a starship. I mean, at least on the Secondprize we were always running into interesting situations.”

“And then we’d run away from them,” Porter said. Beck glared at him. “Okay, okay. I’ll be serious.”

“Good.”

“Look, Lisa, I know this command hasn’t been excitement central, but it is your command. If you ask for a transfer now, this early in the game, you’ll be lucky if Starfleet makes you an inventory clerk, much less a bridge officer. You’ll be giving up everything you’ve worked for.”

“Inventory clerk, huh?” Beck asked, the disgust clear on her face.

“Yes.”

“Uggh.”

“Besides, if you left, who would I have left to help me pick on Russell? Or to keep Lazlo from trying to take over the station?”

Beck laughed. “Are you trying to tell me that you’d miss me, Craig?”

“Yeah, I am.”

“I guess I have to stay then.”

“Damn right,” Porter said. “Things will probably get interesting around here soon, anyway.”

The sensors suddenly started flashing. Porter quickly turned back to his console.

“Why did I open my big mouth?” Porter said.

“What is it?”

A ship ten times larger than the Yadkin slowly came around the planet and into view.

“Oh,” Beck said softly.

“They appeared just on the other side of Wogelia Four,” Porter said.

“What do you mean appeared?” Beck demanded.

“I think they were hiding in the planet’s sensor mask where we couldn’t detect them….Oh shit!. More good news.”

“What?”

“They’ve got Multek energy signatures.”

“Great. Hail them,” Beck ordered. Porter frantically worked his console.

“No response.”

“Why should they?” Beck said. “They don’t believe that we exist.” Beck activated the shields and steered the runabout away from the Multek vessel.

“They’re following us,” Porter said. “Wait! I’m reading an energy build-up on the Multek ship.”

“Weapons?”

“Most likely.” A blast seared by the runabout. “Considering they don’t think we exist, they sure seem real intent on killing us.”

“Hold on!” Beck straightened the runabout’s path and tried to jump to warp. Just before she could hit the final command, the runabout jerked violently, tossing her and Porter out of their seats. The interior lights flickered ominously as Beck and Porter scrambled back to their seats.

“Damage report,” Beck said.

“Shields down ninety percent. Warp engines off line. And the replicator’s busted.”

“Damn! And I really wanted a cup of coffee right now,” Beck said. Porter laughed weakly at her bit of gallows humor.

“Maybe the Multeks will give us a cup,” Porter said.

“Not if I can help it.” Using the runabout’s impulse engines, Beck looped around Wogelia Three and raced back toward the moon of Wogelia Four.

“You know, if we’d been on the station, that hit wouldn’t have even made a dent in our shields,” Porter said.

“That’s the fun of using runabouts. Fly into the face of danger with one-tenth of the power.”

“That’s not what I meant. I don’t think that’s a military ship. It’s not even as heavily armed as that passenger liner we encountered on the Secondprize.”

“So, is this some family out for a Sunday drive?”

“I don’t know, but I think we’re about to find out. Here they come again.”

Beck put the runabout into a hard turn, narrowly evading another shot from the Multek ship.

“I’m going to try to land. I doubt these guys can take their ship into an atmosphere,” Beck said.

The runabout dove toward the moon of Wogelia Four. Just before entering the atmosphere, another blast slammed into the runabout’s hull.

“That’s it!” Porter said. “Shields are gone. Impulse engines are down. We’ve got thrusters and life-support…barely” The planet’s surface grew larger and larger in the front viewport.

“We’re going in for a landing!” Beck said.

“No, this would be a crashing.”

“Transfer all power to thrusters.” Beck leveled the falling craft’s descent toward the moon’s dense forests, but her engine readouts told her that they wouldn’t have thruster power for much longer. “We have to put her down now!”

“All right,” Porter said, studying the sensors. “Turn forty degrees to port. We should be coming up on a plain soon.”

“I see it.” She slowed the runabout and came to a stop over the plain near a pond. Then, she gently set the craft down on the moon’s surface.

“Not bad for what started out as a crash landing,” Porter said. Beck jumped out of her seat and threw open the equipment locker near the back of the cockpit.

“Here,” she said, tossing Porter a phaser and a tricorder. She equipped herself similarly, then headed to the rear of the runabout. “Activate the emergency beacon and let’s get moving.” Porter activated the beacon and followed Beck, running to catch up.

“I take it that you have a plan,” Porter said.

“Yes, get the engines on line as quickly as possible, but first you have to get some kind of jamming field up so that the Multeks can’t…”

She and Porter suddenly dematerialized and reformed in what looked like a bedroom.

“…transport us off the surface,” Beck finished slowly.

“Just a little bit late on that one,” Porter said.

The door to the room opened and a smiling Multek walked in, her white teeth matching nicely with her pale skin. The deep blue hair and red eyes were a bit unsettling, though.

“I don’t believe it,” she said. “I got them.”

“I am Commander Lisa Beck of the Federation Outpost Waystation,” Beck said stepping forward.

“And they even talk!”

“Commander,” Porter said, waving her back to him. “I think you two are on different channels here.”

“Trust me, Craig. I was a communications officer.” Beck walked back toward the Multek woman.

“Yes, we do exist and we do talk,” Beck said. “And we want to go back to our ship.”

“They’re so real,” the Multek said, obviously to herself. She started walking around Beck and Porter staring at them with excitement.

“We are real,” Beck said, growing a bit annoyed at being ignored. The woman poked her, then jumped back, startled to hit solid flesh.

“Incredible,” she said. She looked directly at Beck. “You call yourself Commander Lisa Beck?”

“Yes,” Beck said. “And this is Lieutenant Craig Porter.”

“Hi there,” Porter said, waiving.

“I am Pophlie.” the woman said. She turned back to Beck. “I have seen you before. I was on the transport to Edgeworld that you appeared on.”

“We didn’t appear there. Your captain transported us on board against our will, much like you just did,” Beck replied.

“You don’t have a will. You’re just very real hallucinations created by anomalies in this part of space,” Pophlie said, laughing at the ridiculousness of the idea that she was speaking to real beings.

“Who told you that?” Porter asked.

“Frequoq Juletz himself went on the pictocube to give us the news. This sector of space is now off-limits to the entire Multek Enclave, not that we ever went out here much anyway. Why should we leave our own space when we know that we’re the only ones out here?”

“Good question,” Porter said. “Why don’t you go back to your own space and leave us here?”

“If this space is off-limits, why are you here?” Beck asked.

“I was hoping to catch a hallucination,” Pophlie said. “I’m going to make a fortune off of you two.” She walked out of the room, allowing the door to close behind her.

“Who the hell does she think she is?” Beck said.

“I don’t know,” Porter said. “But she’s not real intelligent.

That door isn’t even locked.”

Beck and Porter left the bedroom and entered a plush living area.

“She may not believe in us, but she gave us a nice room,” Porter said appreciatively.

“Well, I’m not planning on staying,” Beck said. She walked toward a door on the other side of the living area. It opened revealing a corridor. Beck stepped forward, then was thrown backwards roughly by a force-field that suddenly sprang into existence in the doorway. Porter rushed over to her as she lay motionless on the floor.

“Are you hurt?”

“Yes,” Beck said weakly. “I’m going to lie here for a very long time.” Porter scanned her with his tricorder. She had taken the brunt of a severe shock. If she had been just a little bit farther through the doorway when the field activated, she’d probably be dead right now.

“I’m going to move you,” Porter said. He gently put Beck over his shoulder and carried her into the bedroom. Then, just as gently, he put her on the bed.

“This is no time to be taking advantage of me,” Beck said with a weak smile.

“Get some rest, Commander,” Porter said. He turned off the lights in the bedroom and went out to the living area to try to figure out some way out of this.



“I definitely don’t like the looks of this,” Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales said as he surveyed the condition of the Yadkin. Upon receiving the signal from the emergency beacon, he had immediately taken off from Waystation with Lieutenant Sean Russell, Waystation’s chief of security, and Dr. Amedon Nelson.

They found the runabout on an uninhabited moon and landed in the runabout Cumberland to check things out.

“I’m still not getting anything on the runabout’s sensors,” Dr. Nelson said, walking up next to Morales. “If they’re here, they found a wonderful place to hide.”

“Well, they had to land,” Morales said. He looked at the scorch marks covering the Yadkin. “Actually, I’d say they were lucky to land.”

Lieutenant Russell stepped out of the Yadkin and walked over to them.

“What’s the word, Lieutenant?” Morales said.

“Not good, sir,” Russell replied. “The blast patterns on the Yadkin’s hull are consistent with Multek weaponry. Also, there are residual traces of two Multek transporter beams in the ship. My best guess is that the Multek’s have them.”

“At least they’re alive,” Nelson said.

“And hopefully armed,” Russell said. “There are two phasers and tricorders missing from the storage locker.”

Morales turned and walked off away from the runabouts, lost in thought. This was the part of the job he hated. He had to make a decision. If he chased after Beck and Porter, he risked getting blasted out of space and starting a war with the Multeks. If he went back to Waystation, Beck and Porter could be lost forever. Beck and Porter were both good officers. There was no way that he could just give them up.

“Let’s go,” he called to Russell and Nelson as he headed back to the Cumberland. Once all three of them were on board, Morales lifted the craft off the surface and headed toward open space.

“Russell, send a message to Waystation. Tell them to get an engineering crew here pronto and retrieve the Yadkin,” Morales said.

“Sir, we only have two runabouts. How are they going to get here?”

“The marines have one. Take theirs. If Colonel Lazlo has a problem with it, he can complain to Commander Beck when she gets back. Now, let’s see if we can find the ion trail from that Multek ship.”



Three hours later, Lieutenant Porter was still trying to calibrate his tricorder to read through the force-field surrounding the quarters they had been put in. Pophlie may not have been in the military, but somehow she’d gotten enough information about Federation technology to put in place a field that resisted all of Porter’s attempts to read through it.

Of course, that could have just been a coincidence. The way Pophlie had talked about making a fortune off of Porter and Beck and the fact that she had broken Multek law to do it made Porter wonder if perhaps she were some type of smuggler. The force-field could come in handy against scans by her own people as well.

Before he could wonder too much more about it, Pophlie walked into the quarters flanked by two bulky-looking Multeks. Porter quickly pocketed his tricorder again.

“It’s time to leave,” Pophlie said. “Get the other one.”

“She’s hurt,” Porter said as the two large Multeks pushed past him and entered the bedroom.

“Oh, please don’t tell me that you’re trying the old ‘she’s hurt so you’ve got to help her’ escape trick. That never works,” Pophlie said.

“This isn’t a trick,” Porter said. “She really is hurt. Your damn force-field almost killed her.” Pophlie started laughing, which angered Porter to no end.

“Come on. You can’t hurt an imaginary being.”

The two Multeks emerged from the bedroom holding Beck up between them. They tossed her down roughly at Porter’s feet. He bent down to see if she was all right.

“Is it time to get up already?” Beck said.

“I’m afraid so. That was your six o’clock wake up call,” Porter replied as he helped her to her feet. “Do you want to thank them?” He put his hand on his phaser.

“Not yet,” Beck said, shaking her head. “We don’t know how many we’ll have to thank. There’ll be a better time.”

“Let’s get moving,” Pophlie said, walking out into the corridor. Beck and Porter went after her followed by the two Multek thugs.

“Where are you taking us?” Beck asked.

“Just to slightly different accommodations. We’re not likely to be scanned by the military anytime soon, so I can move you.”

Pophlie walked through another door leading to a cargo bay. Inside were several large metal boxes with holes punched in them. Sounds from several life-forms that Beck couldn’t identify emanated from the boxes. Pophlie opened up one of the boxes and waived Beck and Porter inside.

“Sorry it’s a little cramped, but I was only expecting one of you. Don’t worry, though, we’ll be in orbit soon.”

“Get moving!” the Multek behind Porter said, shoving him forward roughly. He almost flew into the box. The Multek behind Beck repeated the gesture, sending her slamming into Porter. The metal door of the box closed behind them with a clank, then they heard the soft hum of a force-field being activated.

“Well, this is cozy,” Porter gasped. His body was being crushed against the back wall of the box by Beck.

“Really,” Beck said. She adjusted herself so that she wasn’t pressing quite so hard against Porter, but the close quarters were not giving her a lot of room to move. It was enough, though, for Porter to pull out his tricorder.

“The good news is that I can scan outside of this force- field,” Porter said a few moments later.

“What’s the bad news?”

“There are twelve people on board and no shuttles that I can locate. Also, the force-field generator is in the ceiling above us, which will make it kind of hard for us to blast it without someone noticing.”

“Pophlie said that we would be in orbit soon,” Beck said. “If they’re going to transport us down to a planet, we may find a better opportunity to escape.”

“But escape to where?” Porter said. “Even if we do somehow get our hands on a ship, we don’t know where we are.”

“Details. Details.”



Morales turned the runabout in another big circle. Ten minutes earlier, they had lost the ion trail of the Multek ship. Now, they were frantically trying to find it again. Every minute they lost was another more time that the Multeks had to get away from them.

“Got it!” Russell said suddenly. “Bearing two-seven-five mark eight.” Morales quickly turned the ship to port and resumed the trail.

“Good work, Lieutenant,” Morales said.

“Yeah,” Nelson said. “Just don’t lose it again like you did last time.”

“Hey! I got it mixed up with a comet’s trail. It could have happened to anybody,” Russell said defensively.

“No, just you,” Nelson said.

“You’re still mad at me about that whole mess with the drugs for your symbiont, aren’t you?” Russell said.

“Yes, we are,” Nelson said, eyes flaring. Russell almost thought he could see the Midon symbiont thrashing angrily in Nelson’s stomach. A shudder went through him.

“Jees, I’m sorry,” he said, turning back to his console.

“Russell, where’s that ion trail?” Morales demanded.

“Uh…I lost it,” Russell replied meekly.

“RUSSELL!”



“This may be the wrong time to ask this, but whatever happened with you and that guy you were seeing on Earth?” Porter said, trying to make conversation.

“What guy?”

“The artist guy.”

“Oh. He was an exterior designer.”

“A what?”

“An architect. I haven’t seen him in almost a year. With the Secondprize away from Earth so much, there just wasn’t a lot of point in trying.”

“He didn’t want to follow you into space?” Porter said.

“I didn’t want him to follow me into space,” Beck replied. “I like my freedom, besides he was a bit stuck on himself.”

“That whole exterior designer title kind of gave me that idea.”

“Well, since we’re digging into each other’s personal lives, what about you? Do you have anybody pining away for you somewhere?”

“No. I just never really had the time, and I moved around a lot at first. I was on eight different ships before getting assigned to the Secondprize.”

“Eight!”

“Yeah, in only two years. Needless to say, it would have been tough to hold down a stable relationship.”

“No kidding.”

The hum of the force-field suddenly stopped. Porter tried to peer out of one of the air holes in the box, but couldn’t see anything. Then, they felt a transporter beam lock onto them.

Moments later, they rematerialized in a large cage. A cloth was covering the cage, blocking their view beyond the bars, but from the brightness of the light beyond, Beck deduced that they were outside. She could just make out Pophlie’s voice coming over some kind of loudspeaker in the distance.

“Ladies and gentlemen. Boys and girls. Have I got something for you! That’s right, step right up for the most astounding display of creatures and critters ever seen by Multek eyes. I have scoured the known universe for animal species beyond your imagination. And today I have a special treat. You may have heard our beloved Frequoqness speaking of the hallucinatory creatures on the pictocube. Well, I’ve got two of them here to show you, and believe me, they are unlike anything that exists in reality.”

“Great. We’re zoo animals,” Porter said.

“Try side-show freaks,” Beck said.

“What should we do?”

“Well, I’d rather not be here when they try to display us. As much as I’d love for the Multeks to believe that we exist, we still have the Prime Directive to consider.”

“Not to dispute my commanding officer here, but I don’t think the Prime Directive matters too much when no one is going to believe anything we do anyway.”

“You’ve spent way too much time listening to Captain Rydell reinterpret the Prime Directive,” Beck said.

“I’m just trying to be practical here.”



“We’re coming up on the Multek ship now,” Russell said, watching the sensors carefully. “It’s in orbit around the fifth planet in this solar system.”

Morales kept the runabout in the sensor shadows of the outer planets of the solar system as he brought the ship in towards the fifth planet. The Multek ship did not make any movements suggesting that they had not detected the Cumberland.

“So far, so good,” Morales said. “Now for the tricky part.” He took the runabout in close to the fifth planet’s moon and brought the craft in for a landing right on the edge of the moon’s sensor shadow. With any luck, they were close enough to the moon’s blind side that the Multek’s sensors would overlook them.

“Hurry up,” Nelson said, pushing Russell’s back.

“I’m trying,” Russell said. “I’m not detecting any human life-signs on the ship.”

“What about the planet?” Morales asked.

“No. Wait! There we go. Two humans. They’re right next to each other, but the signal is moving.”

“Well, don’t just sit there. Beam them up,” Nelson said.

“We’re out of transporter range, Doctor,” Morales said. “Besides, Commander Beck could be in the middle of some type of diplomatic overtures with the Multeks. We’ll call first.”



The cage was being rolled up a ramp onto another flat surface.

Beck and Porter could hear the noises of a whole crowd of people just outside of the cage.

“Morales to Beck,” the voice of Waystation’s first officer said suddenly over Beck’s commbadge.

“Beck here,” she said, slapping her commbadge. “You have fantastic timing, Commander. Get us out of here!”

“It may not be that easy. There’s a Multek ship orbiting above your position.”

“We know, but we’re about to become the major attraction in some kind of wild animal show. I’d really like to depart soon,” Beck said.

“We’ll be right there. Morales out.”

“You’d better be,” Beck said to herself as the cage stopped moving and the crowd fell silent.



“Russell, reconfigure a probe to emit signals like it’s a runabout and launch it,” Morales said, bringing the runabout’s engines back on line.

“Which way?” Russell said, quickly working at his console.

“Right past that Multek ship. Hopefully, they’ll start chasing it before they have time to get a visual of it.” The runabout lifted slowly off of the surface of the moon.

“Probe ready,” Russell said.

“Fire.”

The probe sped out away from the runabout headed toward the Multek ship. A few seconds later, it slammed into the side of the Multek craft and exploded violently.

“Wrong trajectory,” Russell said shrugging.

“No sh**!” Nelson said.

“Hey, I’m a security officer. I shoot things,” Russell said.

“Anyway, it got their attention.” The Multek ship was breaking orbit and heading toward the moon.

“Yeah, but we wanted their attention away from us, not on us,” Morales said as he quickly pulled the runabout around the moon. He might still be able to pull this off, but he was going to have to move fast.



“And now, the greatest wonder in the universe, the imaginary people!” Pophlie announced. The two Multek thugs threw the cloth covering off of the cage allowing the fifty member audience to see the great curiosities. The entire crowd gasped. Beck and Porter just stood there motionless.



As the Multek ship headed toward the Cumberland’s former position, Morales brought the runabout around the other side of the moon and made a break for the planet.

The Multek ship quickly detected them and turned to pursue, firing its weapons wildly.

“Should I return fire?” Russell said.

“Why bother? You’ll probably miss and find a way to blow us up instead,” Nelson said.

“Leave me alone,” Russell said.

“Ooh, scathing comeback.”

“Shut up!” Morales shouted, frantically trying to keep the runabout out of the Multek’s line of fire. “Russell, get ready on that transporter.”



“Why don’t they do something?” a voice in the crowd shouted.

“They’re just statues!”

“So what do we do now?” Porter whispered.

“How about a light show?” Beck said, her fingers wrapping around her phaser. “And then get out of sight fast. Morales will be beaming us up any second now.”

“Ready when you are.”

“Now!” Beck and Porter pulled out their phasers and blasted the front off of the cage. The audience screamed and jumped back in their seats.

“Stay calm folks,” Pophlie said. “Enjoy the show!”

“Enjoy this, bitch,” Beck said. She reset her phaser to stun and shot Pophlie, sending the Multek collapsing to the stage.

Beck and Porter ran off the stage and back among the various cages of animals that had been beamed down from Pophlie’s ship. The two Multek thugs were right behind them followed by some of Pophlie’s other employees.

“We’ve got to get out of sight fast,” Beck said.

“Too late,” Porter said. The horde of Pophlie’s employees was right on them.

“Now, we see if hallucinations can die,” the lead thug said.

“Why don’t I save you the trouble?” Porter said, backing up with Beck. “We can. It’s rather grisly and disgusting. You really don’t want to see it.”

“Sure we do.”

“Maybe later,” Beck said. She fired past the crowd and hit a cage containing a large, red, snarling creature that she couldn’t identify. It looked mean and hungry. That was enough for her.

Seeing that it was free, the creature lunged forward at the group of Multeks in front of it and started licking them furiously. Slobber flew everywhere as the Multeks went down in a heap underneath the vicious tongue assault.

“Help us!” one of them screamed.

“Should we?” Porter asked, looking at Beck. They were dematerialized before she could respond.



“They’re on board,” Russell said, looking back at Beck and Porter to make sure they were alright.

“Making a hasty retreat,” Morales said, swerving the runabout away from the planet moments before another barrage of Multek weapons fire flew through their last position. Morales engaged the warp drive, speeding them away from Multek space.

“It’s about time you guys showed up,” Porter said.

“We would have been here sooner if it weren’t for Russell,” Nelson said, running her tricorder over Porter.

“Thanks, Sean,” Porter said. “Doc, you should be checking out the commander, not me. I’m fine.” Nelson quickly moved over to Beck, who had sat down wearily in the chair behind Morales.

“You shouldn’t be walking, much less running away from Multeks,” Nelson said, checking her readings.

“It was just a little shock,” Beck said.

“Right. And the Borg only made a little dent in Starfleet at Wolf 359. When we get back to the station, you’re coming straight to sickbay. Lieutenant Porter, help me get her to the back. She should be laying down.”

“I can walk just fine,” Beck said, standing up.

“Yes, but you shouldn’t. Let us help you,” Nelson said as she and Porter took up positions on either side of Beck and started leading her to the back. “I swear, Porter, people should be afraid to go on missions with you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Both Commander Beck and I have ended up needing medical attention after spending time with you. You’re bad news.”

“It’s not my fault,” Porter protested.

“Right. And the occupation of Bajor wasn’t the Cardassians fault.”

They reached the sleeping quarters at the rear of the runabout and put Beck in bed. Nelson gave her a mild sedative to help her rest then left the room. Porter was about to leave as well when Beck grabbed his uniform sleeve.

“Craig.”

“Yeah.”

“Thanks for the trip.”

“You’re the one who asked for excitement,” Porter said.

“I know. I enjoyed it, despite the minor electrocution.”

“So, you’re going to stick around for a while?”

“Definitely.” She smiled. “Besides, you’d miss me if I left.”






Win or Else!



“Sean Russell’s personal log. Stardate: who the hell cares?

I’m on vacation! I’m here on the Klingon homeworld enjoying my two weeks of accumulated leave. Now, most people would prefer to spend their leave time at someplace like Raisa or maybe a tropical resort on Earth. I’m one of those people, but I decided to try something different this year. I figure, what the hell, you only live once. Of course, the odds of me finding any cute babes has dropped precipitously because of this decision. Somehow, I just don’t find head ridges all that attractive. Call me weird. Anyway, I plan to spend my time here really experiencing what Klingon life is like.”



Sean Russell felt his stomach clinch up and then start having an epileptic seizure. He started running toward relief. He jumped up onto a table, stepping in the other restaurant patron’s dinners and kept on going. The door seemed like it was miles away. He tried to run faster. One half of his stomach started doing the rumba while the other jerked around like it was possessed. The door was getting closer. Behind him, he could hear the angry shouts of the people whose dinner he’d just ruined. At that moment, a table of angry Klingons didn’t scare him; what was happening in his stomach did. He burst into the little warriors’ room and dove toward what the Klingons called a toilet. The sandpaper and sharp pebbles on the seat were supposed to make going to the bathroom a warrior training exercise that bestowed honor on those who could do their business without screaming. Sean, fortunately, didn’t need to sit down. He leaned over and covered the toilet with the contents of his stomach. His stomach slowly came to a halt. Wiping his mouth, Sean made a mental note to never, ever have any dish with the word blood in the title and to be sure to try harder to get everything in the toilet bowl next time. Oh well, now this toilet would be a true test of a warrior’s mettle.

Out in the dining room, the three Klingons that Sean had disturbed decided to return the favor. The largest of the three pushed his chair back forcefully and stood up. His chair flew backwards and hit another patron knocking him into his plate to broiled bloodworms. This patron and his five companions, feeling that they had to defend their honor, jumped up and started throwing chairs. The Klingons that Sean had originally angered quickly forgot about him and turned on their attackers. The other customers, sensing a fight brewing, jumped up to join in. Every Klingon loves a good fight.

Sean slowly opened the bathroom door expecting the Klingons to be waiting there to discuss his dining etiquette. To his great relief, they were otherwise occupied. That relief soon turned to fear as he noticed a body flying toward him. He quickly slammed the door shut and headed toward the window. As the body slammed against the door with a dull thud, Sean realized that this bathroom was missing a window. He was going to have to exit through the dining room. He moved back to the door and peered out.

The room was deserted except for a few unconscious bodies strewn about the room. Cautiously, Sean stepped all the way into the dining room. He half-expected an ambush, but when it didn’t happen, his cautiousness turned to confusion. A flash of movement in the corner of his eye caught Sean’s attention. Turning toward it, he saw where everyone had gone. A huge mob had gathered in front of a building across the street. Curious, Sean went outside to check things out. A well-dressed Klingon was addressing the crowd and obviously getting them very excited. Sean reached down to his belt and switched back on his universal translator. He had turned it off in the restaurant so that he could complain about his food without drawing the waiter’s attention. The waiter hadn’t struck him as someone who could take criticism well.

“…and fame and fortune,” were the only words that Sean caught before the crowd erupted in cheers and shouts. The mass of people pushed through the doors of the building. Anything involving fame and fortune sounded good to Sean, so he joined the crowd. Just as he was about to enter the building, a strong hand grabbed his shoulder. Sean turned toward his captor expecting the worst.

“Hello, human,” the smiling Klingon began. Somehow, Sean found the sight of a smiling Klingon very disconcerting. “How would you like an opportunity that no other human has had?” Thus was what Sean had come here for: new experiences.

“Sure,” Sean replied. “What do I have to do?”

“Just come with me,” the Klingon said. He led Sean around the building and they entered through the rear door leading to a dark hallway. They ended up in a small room where an elderly Klingon woman was standing beside a chair and a cart of supplies..

“Sit down,” she ordered gruffly. Sean did as he was told. She began covering his face with make-up.

“Now, I’ll need you do sign this liability waiver form,” the man said as he pushed a contract in front of Sean’s face. “It’s just a basic agreement that states that anything that happens to you isn’t our fault.”

“Uh… O.K. I guess,” Sean stammered as he signed the document.

“All done,” the woman said. “Just don’t mess it up before you get on the air.”

“On the air? What is this?”

“Come with me,” the man said pulling Sean out of the chair roughly and leading down another hallway. “You are about to have the distinct honor of being the first human contestant on the top- rated game on holovision. Now just stand right here.” He positioned Sean in front of a small podium on a stage. A Klingon woman standing at an identical podium to his left glared at him angrily. Beyond her was a lowered curtain. The man started walking back off stage.

“Wait,” Sean demanded. “What is this show?”

“WIN! OR! ELSE!” hundreds of voices chanted. The curtain flew up revealing a gigantic auditorium filled with people. Lights came on and flashed around everywhere. Annoyingly loud music filled the air.

“And now here’s the host of Win Or Else, Krinok!” a deep voice announced over the auditorium’s speaker system. A Klingon male dressed in an incredibly gaudy gold and silver outfit ran on stage from the side opposite Sean. The audience went wild with applause and shouts. Sean was sure that the expression of total lack of comprehension on his face must look pretty stupid, so he tried to pull himself together. He was representing all of Earth here.

“Thank you. Thank you,” Krinok said with an even more disconcerting smile. He looked like he was tried to hard to appear friendly and nice. “Welcome to Win Or Else! Before we jump into the game, I’d like to introduce our contestants. First, we have Gern who came here all the way from Jopak. Welcome to the show.”

“Thank you,” the woman to Sean’s left said curtly. “I watch your show all the time.”

“Glad to hear it. Now, Gern, our producers told me that you murdered one of your own children.”

“That’s true, Krinok.”

“Why don’t you tell us about it?” Sean tried to keep the shock off of his face. This woman killed one of her own kids, and Krinok was smiling and laughing like she’d won Mother of the Year.

“Well, Krinok,” Gern explained. “I was at the park with my youngest child when he started crying. I could not allow him to dishonor himself and his family like that so I ripped his head off and ate his vocal cords.”

“And how old was your son then?”

“Four months.”

“I’m impressed, Gern. You know the true meaning of honor.”

“Thank you, Krinok.”

“Our second contestant is… a human,” Krinok said. Sean noticed a few harsh mumblings from the audience. “He was selected from among you moments before show time, so I don’t know a thing about him. Why don’t you tell us about yourself?” Sean was still trying to get over what Gern had done to her kid. “Human?” Sean realized he was being spoken to.

“What? Oh! My name is Sean Russell, and I’m in Starfleet.”

“Starfleet? Well, well. What is your position?”

“I’m a security officer.”

“You’re a brave man, Sean. People in your line of work tend to have short life expectancies. Well, good luck on the show. Our first round is Name that Scream and today’s special guest is Captain Kolak from our Imperial Fleet.” A man chained to a section of wall was wheeled out onto the stage by two men holding Klingon pain sticks. “Now, Sean, what noise do you think Kolak will make when we zap him?” Sean couldn’t believe what he was being asked.

How the hell was he supposed to know? Finally, he hazarded a guess.

“Uh… arrrgh?”

“O.K. Sean says arrrgh. What do you think, Kern?”

“I think it will be much more guttural, kind of an unnnnh.”

“Arrrgh and unnnnh. Well, let’s see who’s right. Zap him,” Krinok ordered. The two men jabbed their pain sticks into Kolak’s sides.

“ARRRRGH!”

“And Sean wins the round. We’ll be right back after these messages.” The lights dimmed slightly as the two men wheeled Kolak off stage and more stage hands ran out rearranging the set.

“What’s going on?” Sean asked no one in particular hoping against hope that someone would give him a straight answer. No one did. The stage hands pulled away two sections of the stage floor revealing two huge, water-filled tanks. Gern rubbed her hands together expectantly. Sean was starting to realize that it would have helped a lot if he’d actually seen this show before. One of the stage hands walked over to Sean, pushed him roughly to the tank’s edge, and shoved a long pole with a string attached into his hand. The lights returned to their original blinding intensity as Krinok resumed his place at the front of the stage.

“And we’re back,” Krinok announced way too enthusiastically. “It’s time for round two, so let’s get right to it.”

“Hey!” Sean shouted. “Wait a second!”

“What is it?!” Krinok demanded.

“What do I have to do?”

“Fish or die!” Krinok said happily as he ran to the back of the stage. Fishing? He’d never gone fishing in his life. Sean looked at the pole in his hand and then down at the water. There didn’t seem to be any fish in there. Then, he heard a loud clang, and the water rippled a bit. He glanced over at Gern. She was hunched expectantly over the tank with her fishing line in the water. Suddenly, a black, shuttlecraft-sized monstrosity leapt up out of the tank and swallowed Gern. Sean let out the same high- pitched scream of terror that Fay Wray did when she first saw King Kong. He jumped back a couple of feet and shifted the pole in his hands so that he was holding it like a spear. Another one of the monsters jumped up from his tank and landed on the stage in the exact spot where Sean had been standing seconds earlier. Its teeth were like two rows of butcher knives. Sean stabbed at it with the fishing pole which immediately broke upon contact with the hell-fish’s skin. He could swear that the thing was laughing at him. It started wiggling its body and moving toward Sean uncomfortably quickly. Realizing that he was in deep trouble, Sean turned and ran off stage straight into a very startled stage hand.

“Where are they?” Sean screamed in a voice four octaves higher than usual.

“What?” the stage hand asked confused. Sean spotted what he was looking for and pushed the stage hand aside to get to it. He picked up one of the pain sticks lying in the corner and walked back on stage. The “fish” had cornered Krinok who was standing on top of his podium dodging its attacks. Sean charged toward it screaming a high pitched war-cry. The fish turned just as Sean rammed the pain stick at it. The stick hit the fish right in the eye. Sparks flew everywhere. The fish let out a warbling squeal and dove back into its tank yipping like an injured puppy. Krinok jumped down off his podium and walked back to the front of the stage as if he had never been in danger of becoming fish bait.

“Well, with only one round remaining, Sean Russell is ahead two to zero, but it’s still anybody’s game. We’ll be right back with the final round as soon as we cut Gern out of the Olak’s stomach. The lights dimmed again. Sean stormed over to Krinok angrily.

“What do you mean it’s still anyone’s game?” Sean demanded. His voice had finally returned to its normal pitch. “I’ve won two out of three rounds. I can’t lose.”

“The final round counts as three,” Krinok explained.

“Then what the hell is the point of the first two rounds!?” Sean shouted. Krinok thought about it.

“There isn’t one, I guess,” he said finally and walked away. On the left side of the stage, two stage hands were slitting open the belly of an Olak. A flood of blood, bile, and bits of meat rushed out followed by Gern. Another stage hand pushed Sean back to his podium as others quickly returned the set to its original condition. Krinok got into position just as the lights went back up. A blast of the most foul stench Sean had ever encountered attacked his nose. He looked around and quickly discovered its origin. Gern was stood at her podium with slime dripping off of her. Sean smiled at her weakly and then turned his attention back to Krinok.

“Welcome back,” Krinok said. “Before we head into the final round, here’s our announcer to describe the prizes for today’s contestants.

“Thank you, Krinok,” the deep announcer’s voice boomed over the loudspeakers. “Today’s second place contestant will receive a two-week, all-expenses paid trip to the Rura Penthe resort asteroid. Yes, you’ll be able to enjoy this renovated penal colony where the air temperature never gets above zero. And for today’s winner we have our congratulations.” Sean was a bit confused. The second prize sounded more like a punishment than a prize and the winner didn’t get anything. Maybe that was the way things were supposed to be. The name Win Or Else! was starting to make more sense.

“All right, now let’s find our winner,” Krinok said. “It all hangs on the question that I’m about to ask our two contestants. Get your pens ready.” Sean picked up the light pen on his podium and positioned himself over the screen built into the podium. He got the distinct feeling that he was in real trouble. This question was probably going to be some obscure bit of Klingon trivia that he had no clue about. “Here’s the question… Wait! I can’t ask them this!”

“Just read the question,” the booming announcer’s voice ordered.

“But… it isn’t fair!”

“Since when has that mattered on this show?”

“Good point,” Krinok replied. “O.K. Name one Federation starship besides the Enterprise.”

“That’s so easy!” Sean exclaimed.

“Shut up!” Gern shouted angrily. Sean suddenly realized that this question would stump most Klingons. Actually, it would stump most humans too, unless they were in Starfleet. The Enterprise always seemed to get all the press. Its crew always saved the galaxy while the rest of the fleet was left to languish in obscurity. Someday, though, there would be justice. He scribbled down his answer and turned to watch Gern. She was squirming uncomfortably in front of her podium. In a sudden burst of frustration, she smashed the whole thing.

“I guess that means both players have finished,” Krinok said.

“Let’s see who’s won. Gern wrote down ‘I hope you rot in Hell, human’ before she broke her podium. I’m sorry, Gern, that’s incorrect. Now let’s check Sean. He wrote down ‘The Secondprize.’ I don’t have that one written on my answer card.”

“But that’s a ship I was assigned to,” Sean protested.

“I’ll have to check with the judges because I’ve never heard of it.”

“Oh come on!”

“Just a second. O.K. Our judges have checked the Federation database and there is a Secondprize.”

“No kidding!” Sean shouted.

“You win,” Krinok announced. “Goodbye, Gern. Your vacation on Rura Penthe begins immediately. Have a nice time.”

“But,” Gern stammered futily as two stagehands grabbed her and dragged her off stage. Krinok walked over to Sean and put his arm around him.

“Congratulations, Sean. You won’t be taking home any prizes, but you can live your life proudly knowing that you won on…”

“Win! Or! ELSE!!!” the audience chanted.



Ten minutes later, Sean was back out in the street in front of the auditorium. He returned to his hotel room to mull over what had just happened to him. He risked his life and his vacation for absolutely nothing. They didn’t even give him a copy of their home game. A knock on the door snapped him out of his musings. Sean got up and answered it. Krinok was standing outside holding a small box.

“What’s in the box?” Sean asked after inviting Krinok in.

“As you know, we normally don’t give prizes to our winners, but I felt that as our first human contestant, you deserved a souvenir.”

“That’s great. I’ll be able to prove to my crewmates that I was here. Thanks.”

“Don’t mention it,” Krinok replied as he left the room. Sean walked over to his gift and opened. A baby Olak stared back at him and gnashed its little teeth together. Sean picked up the box and ran to the window. Below him, Krinok was just exiting the hotel. Sean opened the window and leaned out.

“Hey, Krinok,” he shouted at the game show host.

“What?”

“Keep it,” Sean replied as he threw the box out the window onto Krinok. It split open and the Olak started munching ravenously on Krinok. “I’m sure you’re much better with animals than I am. Just don’t forget to feed it. Oh wait, never mind. You’re doing a wonderful job of it right now.” The Olak wasn’t nearly big enough to eat him, but he’d sure feel like a chew toy in the morning. Sean shut the window and crawled into bed contently listening to Krinok’s shouts and screams.






Close to Home



by Anthony Butler



Colonel Martin Lazlo ran for his life.

Half his platoon had been killed, and the other half was in her hands, damn her.

He had managed to escape, just barely, into the turbolift in ops. He wouldn’t be safe for long, however. Her troops were probably already in hot pursuit.

Lazlo had taken the turbolift down to Deck Seven, where the first ring of escape lifeboats were located.

He was hoping he could make it to one of the lifeboats, somehow make it off the station. Maybe he could even get help from a neighboring star system.

One thing was sure. He wasn’t about to let the Mistress have him alive. Anything would be better than that.



“Hi, Craig.” Yeoman Tina Jones said, sticking her head into the science lab. “Whatcha doing?”

Lt. Porter was hunched over a table, sparks flying from a long metal cylinder with hundreds of little blinking lights he was working on. He didn’t answer.

“Hello, Earth to Craig! Come in!” Jones shouted. “I asked you what you were doing.”

Porter put down the phaser torch he was using and turned around. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t hear you.” He looked down at the device he was working on. “I’m working on a more sensitive modulation for the transporter array. If I’m successful, our transporters will have a much greater range, not to mention being safer.”

“Oh.” Jones said. “Can I help?”

“I don’t think so.” Porter replied, turning to look at Jones.

“Don’t you have anything else to do?”

“No.” Jones said, frowning. “Today has been even more boring than usual.”

“I’m really sorry to hear that Tina. I hope that something comes…”

Suddenly there was a huge explosion, blowing Lt. Porter and Yeoman Jones right out of the science lab.



“Commander!” Ensign Peter Grant said from the science console. “There’s been a huge explosion. Upper saucer. Deck Seven.”

Commander Lisa Beck walked over to the science console. “Was anyone down there?”

Grant regarded his panel. “Um. Yeah. Lt. Porter and Yeoman Jones.”

“Damn. Beck to Sickbay…emergency medical team to the science lab.”

“Sickbay here.” Doctor Amedon Nelson’s voice responded. “I’m on my way.”

“Get a repair crew down there too, Grant.” Beck said worriedly.

“Yes, sir.”

“Commander?” Lt. Sean Russell asked from the tactical console. “Permission to go down there as well. Just in case there is a security risk involved.”

Beck knew very well that Russell was just concerned about Porter and Jones. She was too.

“Permission granted, Sean. Get down there.”



“Something very not happy just happened on Deck Seven, Mistress.” Lt. Seany-weany Russell reported from the tactical console.

Commander Lisa-love Beck leaned forward in the huge, ornate golden throne that dominated ops, placed right in front of the main viewscreen. The rest of the room was painted in clashing pastels and littered with throw pillows.

Beck adjusted one of the many many buckles on the gaudy pink vinyl jumpsuit she wore. Her love slaves always told her that the purple cape was too much, but she didn’t think there was such a phrase as ‘too much’.

“Well, what is it, my little one?” Beck asked sweetly.

“A breach in the space time continuum, your happiness.”

“I see.” Beck said, stretching out in her chair. “Isn’t that where Lazlo’s turbolift stopped?”

“Yes, sir.”

“How long until your men get there?” Beck said, sticking her lower lip out in a childish frown.

“Not long, your happiness. They should arrive in five minutes.”



“A breach in the space time continuum?” Commander Beck asked, looking back at Ensign Grant. “Are you sure?”

“Positive, sir.” Grant said. “It’s huge. It occupies a small portion of Deck Seven and extends three hundred kilometers beyond the station.”

“Damn.” Beck said softly. “Commander Morales…send a warning out to all ships. Tell them to stay away from that area.”

“Commander…” Grant added. “I’m reading a new lifeform down there. The comm badge ID is a little different…but it reads as Colonel Martin Lazlo. Even though the computer says Lazlo is in his quarters.”

Beck raised an eyebrow. “He couldn’t be both places at once.”



Yeoman Jones rubbed her aching shoulder, pulling herself up and staring at the burning wreckage of Craig Porter’s lab.

“Craig?” Tina cried, looking around. “Are you okay?”

“Mmm?” Porter asked, half consciously, laying underneath a collapsed bulkhead.

“Jones to sickbay…medical emergency..”

“I’m already on my way, Tina.” Nelson’s voice replied. “Just hold on.”

Suddenly the air right next to Yeoman Jones began to ripple. Before she could even gasp, a figure emerged from the rippling, looking around.

“Where am I?” the man asked, confused.

Jones strained to see what the man looked like in the flickering lights of the damaged area. “Colonel Lazlo?”

“Yes.” Lazlo said. “Tina-wina?”

“Tina-wina?” Jones asked, confused. She looked at Lazlo’s uniform. It wasn’t the normal uniform of a Federation Marine. It was a bright, loud, painful blue, with a little metal daisy where his comm badge should be. And where the Federation insignia should have been…there was a…smiley face?

“You’re alive!” Lazlo shouted, picking Jones up and twirling her around. “I thought Beck had killed you!”

“Killed…me?” Jones said, gulping. “Is this some sort of joke?”

“But you couldn’t be my Tina!” Lazlo said, putting her down. “This must be some sort of trick.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, sir.” Jones said, becoming confused.

“It must have something to do with this rippling effect…” Lazlo said, turning around. He stuck his head through, and once again saw the gaudy yellow and pink walls of Playstation. He pulled his head back and looked around. Jones stared at him in amazement, and the walls were now just a subdued grey.

“That’s amazing!” Jones said.

“This must be a parallel universe.” Lazlo said. The pieces were beginning to fall together. “I must bring you back.”

“Back where?” Jones asked with confusion.

“Stop right there!” Lt. Russell cried out, his phaser aimed at Lazlo.

In a swift motion, Lazlo grabbed Jones’s neck and pulled it closer to him. “If you know anything about me, Mister Russell…or whoever you might be…you know that I can snap a neck in an instant. Now put down your phaser.”

Russell sat his phaser down and held up his hands. “Okay, okay, just don’t hurt the girl.”

“She’ll be quite safe, Lieutenant.” Lazlo said, moving forward and picking up Russell’s phaser. “Now…I need you to show me to the nearest weapons locker.”



“Beck to Nelson.”

“Nelson here.” Dr. Nelson said, tapping her comm badge as she made her way down the corridor that led to Porter’s lab.

“You must not go near Lt. Porter’s lab. Is that clear?”

“But…”

“It’s not safe. Stand by until we contact you again. Beck out.”

Nelson put down her medkit and sat on the floor, looking at her chronometer, wondering how long she would have to wait, and how long those two crewmembers would live without her help.



Lazlo picked up two phaser rifles and a case of twenty type three personal phasers, handing them to Yeoman Jones. “Hold these, Tina.”

“Why are you doing this, Colonel?” Russell asked. “And why those tacky clothes?”

“It would take too long to explain, but suffice it to say I’m not from here.” Lazlo replied. “Now get in the closet.”

“Excuse me?” Russell asked.

Lazlo lifted one of the phaser rifles, pointing it at Russell. “I said…into the closet!”

“Yes sir!” Russell squeaked, jumping into the closet.

Lazlo fired on the door control, effectively locking the Lieutenant inside the closet.

“Come on, Tina.” Lazlo said.

“Where are we going?” Tina asked, becoming scared.

“I cannot completely explain now, Miss Jones, but I can tell you that we need your help.”

“My help?” Jones asked, amazed. “What could I possibly do for you?”

Lazlo laughed as they made their way back to Porter’s lab.

“Even in a parallel universe you’re humble as hell.”

“Huh?” Jones asked.

“Just come on, we don’t have time for this!” Lazlo shouted, grabbing Jones’s arm.



“He could not have just disappeared!” Mistress Katie-love shouted. “He must be somewhere.”

“I think he disappeared through that nifty breach, Mistress.”

Russell said meekly.

“Well…send the security team through the breach…” Beck shouted. “Now!”



Lazlo yanked Yeoman Jones through the rippling disturbance, just as Seany-weany’s security team was running through it.

Lazlo, Jones, and the three officers all hit the ground, in a mess of arms and legs, in front of Porter’s ruined lab.

Lazlo struggled through the pile of fumbling officers, pulling Jones along with him and ducking once again through the rippling wall of energy.

“Follow them!” One of the security officers shouted, leading the group towards the rippling effect.

Just as they were about to enter it, the disturbance disappeared.

“It’s gone!” Ensign Gomes said worriedly.

“Don’t worry!” Ensign Miller said reassuringly. “Be happy!”

The three security guards looked around the strangely familiar, yet unfamiliar corridor and immediately dropped to fetal positions.

“I want my mommy!” Ensign Gomes cried. “This place is scary!”



“Another lifeform has emerged from the breach…” Seany-weany reported. “It’s Colonel Marty-mart, Mistress.”

Beck smiled. “Excellent. Have your men take him into custody.”

“That’s going to be a teeny weeny problem, Mistress.” Russell reported meekly.

Beck turned around and looked at her officer. “What do you mean?”



“The breach is gone, Commander.” Grant reported from the science console. “And so is Yeoman Jones and the other Colonel Lazlo.”

“Damn.” Beck said. “I want to know what was on the other side of that breach.”

“Maybe you should ask the three people that came out of it…”

Grant said.

“What?” Beck asked turning around.

“Three new readings emerged from the disturbance just as Jones and Colonel Lazlo went in. They read as security officers Miller, Gomes, and Satterfield.”

Beck rubbed her eyes tiredly. “And let me guess…those three officers have the same strange comm badge ID, and are also somewhere else on the station.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Grant said.

“Beck to Russell.” Beck said tiredly. “I need a team down on Deck Seven immediately.”

“Okay, Commander.” Russell’s voice replied. “But could you have someone let me out of the closet first?”



Lazlo pulled Jones down the corridor, which was once again as gaudy and tasteless as he had remembered it.

Finally, Lazlo reached the escape pod he had been searching for. He blew the door opened with his phaser rifle and opened the hatch that led inside.

Lazlo quickly pulled Jones inside and closed the hatch, pressing several buttons that would launch the pod.

With a soft hiss, the pod launched, floating off into space.

Next, Lazlo ripped out the transmitter that would allow ops to pick up the pod’s signal, and altered its engine emitters so that they would be harder to trace. It would give them a little extra time, but not much.

He then rigged the pod’s long range transmitter to broadcast a broad-band signal.

“This is Colonel Martin Lazlo, to whoever can hear my voice. I am rebelling against the United Federation of Fun. If there are any rebels within the sound of my voice, please answer me! I am in need of serious help!”

Several moments passed by without an answer. Lazlo was about to give up hope, when a message came in.

“Thank God someone else is out there…I’ve been flying around in this thing for days.”

“Who is this?” Lazlo asked suspiciously.

“My name is Doctor Rebecca Singer. Formerly of the USS Secondprize. I managed to escape a short time ago, when we were docked at Neat Place Nine. I was able to steal a ship when I was there.”

“Really?” Lazlo asked, raising an eyebrow. “What ship?”

“I’m nearing your position. Let me beam you aboard and I’ll tell you everything.”

Lazlo thought a moment. This could be a trap. Did he really want to trust this Singer person?

Suddenly the little lifepod jerked slightly and transporter beams grabbed Lazlo and Jones. They reappeared on the starship’s bridge. Lazlo knew where he was.

“You stole the Defiant?” He asked incredulously.

“Yep.” Singer said from the command chair. “I was even able to get it to cloak. But I could never get it to de-cloak.”

“Don’t worry.” Lazlo said, sitting down at the helm. “I’ll take care of that.” Although trained as a Federation marine, Lazlo’s job required that he know how to operate the latest assault craft, Starfleet’s and otherwise.

“Do I know you?” Singer asked angrily, looking at Yeoman Jones. Jones had been studying her ever since she had beamed aboard.

“You used to serve aboard the Secondprize in my universe.” Jones said.

“In your universe?” Singer asked. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“We’ll explain later.” Lazlo said, looking down at the helm controls. “It won’t take Mistress Beck long to find us using your comm signal.”

Suddenly the Defiant shook violently.

“Took her less time than I had thought.” Lazlo said. “Ablative armor is holding. I’m dropping the cloak and raising shields. Jones…do you know how to operate weapons controls?”

Jones sat down at tactical and looked at the controls. “I think so. These look kind of like the ones on Waystation.”

“Then target Playstation and blow the crap out of it. Try to get the shields down!”

The Defiant flew towards Playstation, pounding away at its shields.



“Shields down to fifty percent!” Russell cried as Playstation was rocked by the Defiant’s fire.

Beck picked herself up and climbed back on top of her throne, brushing her hair out of her face. “Where did she get that ship?”

Playstation rocked again.

“The Defiant was reported missing from Neat Place Nine a week ago, Mistress.” Russell said quietly.

“The nerve!” Beck said. “Destroy that ship!”



“Their shields are down to thirty-five percent…” Jones reported from tactical.

“Good.” Lazlo said, steering the Defiant closer to Playstation. “I’m scanning for my surviving troops.”

“Troops?” Singer asked, leaning forward in the command chair.

“Yes, I commanded a battalion of Federation Marines. I had organized a rebellion, but Mistress Beck found out about it before I had a chance to implement my plan.”

“That evil bitch!” Singer cried. “We’ll kill her!”

“First things first…” Lazlo said.

“Their shields are almost down. Ours are holding at sixty-five percent.” Yeoman Jones reported from tactical.



“They’ve almost blown through our shields!” Seany-weany shouted.

“You incompetent fool!” Beck shouted. “Don’t you know how to destroy a teensy weensy starship like that?”

“B-but…” Russell said as Playstation rocked. “That’s the Defiant!”

“‘B-b-b-b-but’!” Beck said mockingly. “Don’t give me buts! Give me a handful of wreckage to sort through…NOW!”

“Y-yes, Mistress.”



“Their shields are down.” Jones announced from tactical.

“Lowering shields and energizing transporter.” Lazlo said, pressing some buttons at the helm.

“Raise the shields and resume firing!” Singer shouted.

“No!” Lazlo said, turning around. “We may have a powerful ship, but we still aren’t powerful enough to take on all of Playstation. Besides, I don’t plan on destroying Playstation.”

“Oh no?” Singer asked skeptically. “Then what do you plan on doing?”

“We’re going to take over Playstation.” Lazlo said, steering the Defiant away and engaging the cloaking device.



“They’re gone, sir.” Russell said sheepishly. “They’ve cloaked. And the Federation Marines you had in the brig are gone.”

Beck stepped down from her throne and walked over to the tactical station, leaning forward until her face was centimeters from the security chief’s. “You’ve disappointed me, Seany-weany.”

Russell gulped. “Yes, sir?”

“You know the routine. To the office.” Beck said, smiling and following Russell to her office, preparing a strict plan of discipline for the Lieutenant.



“What happened…” Lt. Craig Porter said slowly, opening his eyes slowly and rubbing the sore spot on his forehead where the gash had been.

“Your lab exploded, Lieutenant.” Nelson said calmly. “Now take your hand away from there. I’m not finished patching you up.”

“Yeoman Jones…is she okay?”

“I don’t know.” Nelson said, continuing to run over the wound with her regenerator.

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

“I mean…” Nelson sighed, putting the regenerator down. “You’d better have a talk with the Commander.”



Commander Lisa Beck sighed, staring across the brig at the three officers behind the forcefield.

“Let’s go over this again from the top…”

“No!” Miller shouted. “We don’t want you to touch us again!”

“I’m not going to lay a finger on you,” Beck said tiredly. “I promise. I just want you to answer some questions.”

The three officers huddled together, hugging each other tightly.

“Okay,” Miller said in a childlike voice.

“Now, you say you work for an organization called the United Federation of Fun, is that correct?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Miller said.

“And it’s run by a woman by the name of Webber. And she’s from a ship called the Secondprize. Am I getting all this right?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And you work on a station named Playstation, commanded by someone named Mistress Beck. Is that right?”

“Yes.”

“And she looks just like me.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Except she wears tight, loud clothes and is a flaming nymphomaniac.”

“Well, I wouldn’t…” Miller said.

“Yes.” Gomes said, glaring at Miller. “She calls it ‘officer training.’”

“Oh boy.” Beck said, standing up and stretching. “We’ve got a real mess here.”



“AAAAAGGGGGGHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!” Seany-weany cried, as the whip cracked across his naked back.

“You will do better, Sean.” Beck said, cracking the whip again. “You will work harder, Sean. You will not disappoint your Mistress again, Sean. You will make your Mistress proud.”

“Yes Mistress Beck, I understand.” Russell said, tears streaming down his face as he pulled at chains that had him bound to Beck’s wall.

“Porter to Beck.” Lt. Craigy-waig Porter said meekly over the comm system.

“I thought I told you never to interrupt me during one of my disciplining sessions!”

“But you have a subspace message coming in…” Porter protested.

“It can wait.” Beck said, staring at Russell hungrily.

“But it’s the Happy Master General!”

Beck’s eyes widened. “My goodness. In that case, I’ll definitely take it in here.”

Beck quickly freed Russell from his bonds and shooed him away.

“Get out of here. I’ll see you in my quarters later so that you can redeem yourself to me.” She stared down at Russell’s crotch. “Show me how much of a man you are!”

“Yes, Mistress.” Russell said, bowing his head and leaving the office.

Beck put her whip back in its place and sat down at her desk, pressing a button on her viewer.

The Happy Master General of the Federation of Fun stared back at her.

“Captain Dillon, what a surprise!” Beck said. “To what do I owe the honor of this call?”

“I am not amused, Commander.” Dillon said sternly. “You may have killed the Counselor, but I still have eyes and ears on that station.”

“Whatever do you mean?” Beck said, looking shocked.

“You let Colonel Lazlo escape, along with half his battalion …aboard the Defiant no less! I am not happy, Commander!”

“With all due respect, Captain Dillon, if you had not let your Doctor get away aboard the Defiant, none of this would have happened.”

“You may be right.” Dillon replied. “Which is why I’m coming there personally to take care of the situation.”

“I assure you, Captain, that won’t be necessary…” Beck said worriedly. “I have the situation under control.”

“It’s no secret that you run that station as your own private charnel house, Commander Beck. We’ve been kind enough to look the other way, because you have been able to keep the Multeks in line.

But our patience is not endless. This problem will disappear, whether you handle it or I do. Do whatever you can until I arrive, and hope that Counselor Troi is feeling lenient.”

Beck gulped. “You’re bringing Troi here?”

“You heard me.”

“But…” Beck said, but it was too late, Dillon had closed the channel. ***



“I’ll say one thing for sure…they have no sense of color.” Russell said, as everyone took their places in the briefing room.

Lt. Porter took a seat, still limping slightly. “This isn’t funny, Sean. We lost a crewman here.”

“We don’t know that…” Beck said, at the head of the table.

“Jones could still be alive…in some other universe.”

“We have to find her, Commander.” Dr. Nelson said. “Who knows what kind of evil people she’ll come in contact in that parallel universe.”

“I agree.” Beck said, steepling her fingers. “If we know anything, it’s that parallel universes are seldom very happy places to be.”

Beck didn’t know how very very wrong, or how right she was.



“Honey, I’m home.” Mistress Beck shouted, entering her quarters, removing her cape, and unzipping the front of her jumpsuit.

“Ah, Mistress. How was your day?” A voice said, from the other room.

“Terrible.” Beck said, walking into the other room. “I trust you’ve been behaving yourself?”

The Yynsian once known as Lt. Commander Jaroch, now known only as Manservant Alpha, got up from his mat on the floor and walked over to Mistress Beck. He was dressed in a head-to-toe black leather suit, complete with leather head covering, with stitched holes where his eyes and mouth were. “As always, Mistress. I have cleaned the quarters and prepared your nightly bath.”

“That’s nice, Alpha. But what I really need now is a massage.” Beck said, sitting down on her couch.

Jaroch nodded, walking over to the oil dispenser and selecting the proper massaging oil from the forty odd selections. “Of course, Mistress. I do excel at the massages.”

“I know, Alpha, I know.” Beck said smiling. “Just hum softly to me darling, I need to think.”

“As you wish, Mistress.” Jaroch said, humming as he massaged Beck’s neck. “You know I am the only one that truly understands you.”



“Well, Colonel, I’ll say this for you, you’ve got balls.” Doctor Singer said, staring at Colonel Lazlo’s plans on the viewer in the Captain’s readyroom.

Lazlo smiled. “Thank you. Now, if this is to work, we’re going to need someone with great diplomatic skills.”

“That’s where Jones comes in?” Singer asked.

“Exactly. She’s called a Liason Officer in her universe. I don’t know exactly what that job entitles, but I assume it entails some diplomatic skill.”

“Naturally.” Singer said. “I still don’t know if I buy this whole parallel universe thing.”

“Why not?” Lazlo asked. “Starfleet is no stranger to alternate universes. As a matter of fact, I believe it was your treasured Captain Kirk of Starfleet that first ran into a parallel universe, if I’m not mistaken.”

“I’m a doctor, not a historian, Colonel.” Singer said.

“The point is, the Tina Jones of this universe is dead. And the only chance we have for success here is utilizing the Tina Jones that we have.”

“She meant a lot to you, didn’t she?” Singer asked.

“Maybe. But I don’t see that it’s any of your business.”

“I take it our Tina Jones wasn’t a Liason Officer?”

Colonel Lazlo’s face darkened. “No. She was a…Counselor.”

“I’m sorry.” Singer said. “That must have been hard.”

“Jones to Lazlo. We’re nearing our destination.” Lazlo’s communicator suddenly beeped.

“Don’t worry about it,” Lazlo said, turning to leave the readyroom. “Right now we have some people to contact.”



“Are you sure you’re up to this, Craig?” Commander Beck asked with concern, watching as Lt. Porter worked in one of the science labs that wasn’t currently blown to bits.

“I’m positive, Commander. It was my fault that this whole thing happened to begin with.”

“Don’t go blaming yourself, Craig. It was an accident.”

“At least I know what caused it now.” Porter said, looking down at a twisted lump of metal he had been scanning.

“Really?” Beck asked, inspecting the lump. “This thing?”

“Yep. That’s the image enhancement module from our transporters that I was working on. It has a multi-phasic ion scanning device. I tried to adjust it so that it was omni-phasic, so we could get better resolution and a greater range. When I fed power to the image enhancement module, I forgot to initiate the computer’s maintenance test mode. That’s what caused the explosion.”

“I’m out of my element here, Craig.” Beck said, staring at the device.

“Basically, the module thought it was transporting, so it began its scan. Without a target to image, it went into a feedback loop, absorbing power for each time the loop initiated a scan. The risk of using omni-phasic technology, one I failed to consider, is that every aspect of the device accounted for an infinite range of parameters. Because it couldn’t find a target to scan, it scanned deeper into space, beyond this universe and into another one.”

“So what caused the breach?”

“Omni-phasic scanning relies on an active tachyon scanning beam, as opposed to the passive ones used on most starships and stations.”

“Uh-huh.”

“And this active beam, given the proper circumstances could, well, might…”

“Get to the point, Craig.”

“It cut a hole right into the space-time continuum.”

“And the stored up energy inside the device blew the hole open.”

“Exactly, Commander. It was really a one in a million accident. If I tried it again, it might not happen.”

“Care to try and make it two and a million?” Beck asked.

“I knew you were going to ask me that.” Porter said, pulling out another device, this one rectangular in shape. “Have you ever seen one of these before?”

Beck picked up the device and looked at it. “No, I haven’t. What is it?”

“Nobody knows for sure. It’s a duplicate that Starfleet R and D made of a device that someone from a parallel universe used to get aboard Deep Space Nine and kidnap Captain Sisko. Sisko stated in his report that the device was waved over a transporter console, causing its buffer controls to be altered to a specific phasic variance.”

“Like tuning into another channel on an old TV?” Beck asked with interest.

“Exactly.” Porter said. “What I’ve been working on is finding out which channel Yeoman Jones is on. I’ve been using the signatures of the three security officers from the other universe as a guide.”

“Any luck?”

Porter continued to work. “It’s not the one that Captain Sisko visited, that’s for sure. But we should be able to narrow down the phasic signature within the hour.”

“Great.” Beck said, heading out of the lab. “Keep me posted.”



“Report, Admiral.” Frequoq Juletz, the leader of the Multek Enclave said, his eyes boring right out of the viewscreen at Admiral Wuddle of the Multek Enclave Warship Sequaa.

“Well, your Frequoqness, I think you are going to pretend to be very upset about this.”

“Go on telling me what you know didn’t happen, Admiral.”

“Well,” Wuddle said uneasily. “The imaginary Federation has not only not overrun half our territory, but they’ve also pretended to kill over one third of the citizenry on half our colony worlds, and imaginarily enslaved the other half. Their forces are not gaining more and more territory every day. I predict that within the next month the entire Enclave will be not under their control, and all of our territory will be not occupied by their fleet of imaginary warships.” “And your squadron?”

“We were barely able to escape a pretend attack by an imaginary fleet of pretend Klingon and Cardassian vessels. My own ship was also not damaged fairly severely, but we should be able to repel another imaginary attack within the day.”

“This does not disturb me greatly, Admiral.”

“As it should, your Frequoqness.”

“I want you to pretend to take care of this imaginary invader, and please, for goodness sake, save our not dying empire.”

“But, Frequoq, you don’t know what a huge, impossible, pretend task that is.”

“You heard me. Juletz out.”

Admiral Wuddle sat there stunned. He liked the promotion to Admiral that came when all the other high ranking Multeks were imaginarily killed by the imaginary Federations, but he hated the idea of commanding a whole squadron, especially when they were on the run and vastly outnumbered. What Wuddle could still not understand was how an alliance of hundreds of races that did not exist could destroy the one and only race in the entire universe.

“Admiral, we’re not receiving a signal from an imaginary ship that just didn’t appear off our port bow. It wasn’t there a minute ago, and now it’s not there again. And they are sending us an imaginary hail.” Trebok, his communications officer said, stirring Wuddle from his thoughts. “Should I pretend to put them onscreen?”

“Definitely.” Wuddle said, leaning forward. “And raise the shields.”

A man in a Federation uniform that Wuddle found unfamiliar appeared on the screen.

“Hello.” The man-that-was-not-there said. “I’m Colonel Martin Lazlo of the Starship Defiant. We have broken away from the Federation, and we wish to help you in defeating their forces.

I understand that they are currently invading your territory. We have a powerful ship, but we need your help. If you are interested, I would like to discuss plans to take over the Federation station near your borders.”

Wuddle listened to this pretend Colonel with interest. “So what you’re pretending to suggest is a not real alliance?”

“Absolutely.” Lazlo said. “I think we can be of mutual benefit to one another.”

“I’m intrigued by your imaginary plan. Let me confer with my other officers, and I will pretend to contact you at a later time.”

“Understood.” Lazlo said, smiling. “Defiant out.”



“What the hell was that all about?” Singer asked, staring at Lazlo from the command chair.

“You obviously haven’t had much experience with the Multeks, ma’am.” Lazlo said. “They believe their race is the only race in the universe, and that the Federation and all the other races of this quadrant is imaginary.”

“And we’re going to get these lunatics to help us?” Singer asked incredulously. “We’re doomed.”



Commander Beck strapped the phaser to her belt and checked its settings, as Lt. Russell distributed the phasers to the rest of the team, which was composed her, Lt. Porter, Lt. Russell, and three of his officers.

“I really wish you wouldn’t do this, Commander. I’m the first officer, I should be out there risking my neck.” Lt. Commander Walter Morales said, following Beck out of the briefing room.

“I’ve made up my mind, Commander. It’s my prerogative to go on certain missions that pique my interest.”

“But…”

“Besides, from what our visitors tell us, my counterpart is one bad bitch. I have to meet her and get some pointers.”

“Commander…” Morales continued to protest.

“I’ve made up my mind, now if you don’t…”

“Can I see you a moment, Commander?” Colonel Lazlo asked, stepping out of the turbolift and onto the ops deck.

“Be quick about it, Colonel. We’re about to embark on a serious mission.”

“That’s what I came to see you about.”

Beck rolled her eyes. “Don’t tell me, you want to come along to the parallel universe too.”

“How did you know?” Lazlo asked.

“Call it woman’s intuition.”

“Listen, Commander, I know you and I don’t exactly get along.”

Lazlo said, following Beck around ops as she checked the readings on Morales’s docking console.

“Hah!” Beck said, heading into her office.

“And I know we don’t see eye to eye…” Lazlo continued, following Beck. “…ever. But I heard one of the people that crossed over into this universe was an alternate version of me.”

“There are probably alternate versions of most all of us over there, Colonel. I can’t let everyone who’s always wanted to meet themselves go along with me.”

“This isn’t an ego trip, Commander. This man kidnapped one of our crewmembers. And if you fail in getting her back, I’ll feel responsible.”

Beck smiled, looking at something on her viewer. “Listen, Colonel, I think Lt. Porter has the guilt department covered. And we aren’t going to fail in getting Yeoman Jones back, so we will not require your help.” She looked up from her viewscreen, as if she wondered why Lazlo was still standing there. “Okay?”

“Think about it, Commander.” Lazlo said, turning to look out Beck’s viewport. “You’re going to be invading a station exactly like this one, with people similar to us aboard. You know this station’s defense systems, as do I. So you should know that that station will probably be heavily guarded.”

“Right, but their security officers are petrified of me. They practically begged to tell me everything I wanted to know about their defensive systems.”

“Still. You’ll need a team of well armed, well trained men over there. And that is not something you have in abundance.”

Beck smiled. “And that’s where you come in, right, Lazlo?”

“Exactly.”

“No.”

“But…”

“Case closed…bye bye then.” Beck said, heading out the doors to her office, leaving Lazlo alone, still looking out the viewport.



“I have your answer.” Admiral Wuddle said, looking slightly uncomfortable in his command chair on the Defiant’s viewscreen.

“Wonderful.” Lazlo said, smiling. “I hope we can work together.”

“We consent to forming a temporary, imaginary alliance between ourselves and no one.”

“Is he turning us down?” Singer asked, confused.

“I don’t think so.” Lazlo whispered. “So that means you’ll help us?”

“We will help you conquer your imaginary space station, in return for you helping us rid our territory of the pretend menace of your imaginary Federation.”

“Sounds like a yes to me.” Lazlo said victoriously. “That’s wonderful, Admiral. We will convene to develop an attack plan immediately.”

“If it’s all the same to you,” Wuddle said uncomfortably. “I’d just as soon communicate over a secured subspace channel, rather than risk beaming onto a ship that is not really there.”

Lazlo looked at Singer, who still seemed very doubtful. “Don’t worry. This will work.”



“Nice outfit, Commander.” Lt. Russell said, whistling as Commander Beck walked into the transporter room.

Commander Beck glared at Russell, adjusting the straps on the pink vinyl outfit she had replicated based on the descriptions of Miller and the other security guards.

“Shut up, Russell.” She said, looking at the other security officers assembled in the transporter room. “And I don’t want a word from any of the rest of you either, or you’ll all be wearing outfits just like this.”

“Bad enough we have to wear these.” Ensign Gomes (of the normal universe) said. “We look like a bunch of freaks.”

“I don’t know,” Commander Morales said, laughing. “I think canary yellow suits you guys.”

“What kind of sick universe would have officers that dress in neon pink, canary, and baby blue?” Lt. Porter said, looking at his own alternate uniform with disgust.

“I guess you’re about to find out, Mr. Porter.” Morales said, eyeing the device that Porter waved over the transporter console. “Are you sure this thing is tuned right, Lieutenant?”

Porter joined Beck, Russell, and the other security officers on the transporter pad, keeping the device with him for the return trip. “Positive. Just beam us to the designated coordinates.”

“Okay, if you say so.” Morales said, energizing the transporter. “Good luck, guys.”



“I still don’t know why I’m here.” Yeoman Jones said, turning around from the helm station at the front of the Defiant’s bridge.

“What could I possibly do to help you guys?”

Lazlo said nothing, merely walking over to the replicator and pressing some buttons. There was a low hum, then a neatly folded uniform appeared in the slot. “Here, put this on.”

The Colonel threw the uniform into Jones’s lap. She picked it up and looked at it, feeling as if her eyes might be permanently damaged by the brightness of its pink color.

“Why do I need this?” Jones asked.

“Because,” Lazlo explained. “You’ll need it to complete the impersonation.”

“Who am I impersonating?” Jones asked.

“Tina Jones.” Lazlo said. “Is that too much of a stretch for you?”

“No.” Jones said weakly. “But I still don’t understand my part in this.”

“Me neither.” Singer said, staring at the stars as they rushed by on the viewscreen. “She’s just dead weight, Lazlo. I think you’re letting your emotions get in the way of our revenge.”

“What is it with you and revenge, Singer?” Lazlo asked.

“I thought doctors were supposed to be supportive and nurturing. You’re vengeful, hateful, and just plain unpleasant.”

“Sympathy has no place in a war, Colonel. You’re a military man, you should know that.”

Jones stared at Singer agape. “If you knew how weird that sounded coming from you, you’d be amazed.”

“Get dressed.” Singer said impatiently. “We’ll be there soon.”

“Okay,” Jones said, heading for the readyroom. She didn’t want to upset these people, they were obviously quite hostile. Maybe if she had ever bothered to learn what liaisoning was all about, she’d be able to deal with them, but as it was, they scared her. As a matter of fact, this entire situation scared her.



“You look marvelous, Mistress.” Manservant Alpha said, adjusting Beck’s cape as she regarded herself in the mirror.

“I didn’t ask.” Beck said, pulling herself away from her servant.

“You’re tense.” Alpha said worriedly. “I thought I had worked every bit of that tension out.”

“Not hardly.” Beck said, as Alpha attached her huge, gaudy smiley-face earrings. “Not with the Secondprize docked here, with Captain Dillon AND Counselor Supreme Troi aboard. You realize, darling, I could be ruined.”

Alpha pouted, looking down. “The Captain does not like you, does he?”

Beck sighed. “No, we’ve never seen eye to eye.”

Alpha suddenly thought back to a time when he had been known as Lt. Commander Jaroch, and served aboard the Secondprize as its science officer. Those had been good times, and now they were over. He had even helped the crew of the Secondprize Jogonotize the Earth, and how did they repay him? They sent him off as Beck’s personal love slave. And why? Because that godawful bastard Dillon despised him. What had he ever done to deserve this treatment? He had always been kind to Dillon.

Alpha knew the real reason though. The Captain knew that Lt. Hawkins really loved Jaroch. That’s the real reason he had been sentenced to this dull existence. Dillon had always sought after Hawkins, without much success. But now that he was Supreme Commander of the Federation fleet, and the Happy Master General, she was drunk with the power that he possessed and intrigued by the love he showed her. But if Jaroch had learned anything from his service aboard the Secondprize, it was that power comes to those who wait. He would have his moment. It was only a matter of time.

“I am ready, Alpha.” Beck said, fixing her hair. “You may escort me to the docking arm.”

“Yes, Mistress.” Alpha said, putting on the metal sash that Beck had gotten for him to wear on the rare occasions that he was allowed out of the quarters. Once that was secure, Alpha put his hands behind his back and strolled in front of Beck, leading her out of the quarters.



Lieutenant Commander Waltzy-walt Morales looked out over the promenade that led to the docking section that the Secondprize was currently stationed at and smiled broadly as the crowds surged around the airlock. “Morales to Russell. Are the happy little details of security ready?”

“Indeedily doodily!” Russell said over the comm system. “We’re stationed at the airlock. No one will get past us.”

“Good.” Morales said, looking around. “We don’t want to ruin the Captain’s day.”

“I know. He likes nice stuff.”

“Yes he does.” Morales said. “Just make sure all his stuff stays nice. Morales out.”

Morales gazed out over the railing at the crowds, catching a flash of shiny pink pass by in the periphery of his vision.

“Mistress Beck?” Morales asked, turning around.

Beck turned to look at him. “Commander Morales!”

“Shouldn’t you be at the airlock, Mistress? The Captain’s party should be coming through any minute.” Morales asked.

Beck thought a moment, unsure of how to respond.

“And what are Lt. Russell and his men doing with you?” Morales looked at the group around the Commander with confusion. “I thought they were supposed to be stationed at the airlock.”

Beck’s gaze suddenly hardened. “Are you questioning my judgment, Commander?” She approached him and ran a finger up his neck and to his chin, pulling his head closer and whispering. “I do hate it when my servants question my judgment.”

“N-not at all, Mistress. I was merely confused.” Morales said, fear in his eyes.

“I’m feeling generous today, Commander.” Beck said. “I want you to go back to your quarters and bang your head against the wall fifty times. And when you’re done, take a nap. A long one.”

Morales looked confusedly at Beck. “Whatever you say, Mistress.” With that, the first officer quickly moved off towards one of Playstation’s adjacent corridors.

“That was too close.” Russell whispered.

“You’re not kidding.” Beck said, looking down over the promenade. “Begin scanning, Lieutenant Porter. See if you can pick up Yeoman Jones’s comm badge.”

Porter examined his tricorder carefully. “Nothing. I’m reconfiguring the tricorder to scan for Tina’s phasic signature. It should be quite different from everything else here.”

Russell tapped his foot impatiently as Porter scanned, unhappy to be standing still for so long a time. This mission was very risky. Something could go wrong at any…

“Commander!” Russell shouted, watching the two figures approach. “Move!” In a swift motion, Russell managed to shove Commander Beck into an open access panel just as Mistress Beck and Manservant Alpha walked by.

“Make way, gentlemen, you are in the presence of the great Mistress Lisa-Love Beck, gentle goddess of all that is sick and twisted.” Alpha quoted in a dull monotone, signifying he had said this often before.

Mistress Beck shot a glance at Russell, and she paused a moment. “Russell. Shouldn’t you be at the airlock?”

Russell looked around fearfully. “Um, Commander Morales told me to watch from up here. In case of…um…snipers.”

“And where is he, child?” Beck asked sweetly.

“He said he needed to get something out of his quarters, I think.”

“Damn him.” Beck cursed. “He will be dealt with later. Carry on.” With that she moved towards the lift that would take her down to the docking level.

As soon as she had disappeared, Russell knelt down and opened the access panel, helping the other Beck out.

The Commander coughed violently, dust all over her vinyl suit.

“You enjoyed that, didn’t you, Lieutenant?”

“Not at all, Commander.” Russell said, smiling sheepishly.

“We’ve got to move to a more secure location.” Beck said. “Before anyone else spots us.”

“Agreed.” Russell said.

“Wait.” Porter said, looking at his tricorder quizzically. “This doesn’t make sense.”

“What?” Beck asked with concern.

“Well, I’m picking up Jones’s signature, but it’s quite weak.”

“Is she injured?” Russell asked.

“No…” Porter replied, pressing some button. “Her signal is coming from outside the station.”

“Outside?” Beck asked. “You mean she’s on a ship?”

“I can’t tell. If she’s on a ship, it’s cloaked.” Porter said.



“The Multek squadron is holding their position just outside Playstation’s sensor range.” Lazlo said, looking up from the tactical readouts. “So far so good.”

Doctor Singer bent over the sensor console, pressing several controls until a schematic of Playstation came up. “They managed to get the shields partially restored, they’re holding at seventy percent.”

“Very well.” Lazlo said. “Get ready for the fireworks.”



Mistress Beck, with Alpha waiting behind her, watched patiently as the airlock door slid open.

Captain Dillon stepped out of the airlock, in full dress uniform. He was followed shortly by Counselor Troi, Lt. Hawkins, and the rest of his entourage.

He stared at Beck, his face plastered with a completely fake smile. “How nice to see you, Lisa-love. You make my day so much happier just by being present.”

“You as well, beloved Captain and Supreme Commander.” Beck said, her smile just as fake. “You know my Manservant, Alpha.”

“Yes, of course.” Dillon said, darting his eyes towards Alpha. “And you are familiar with my friends, Dee-Dee Troi, and Patti-cake Hawkins. Both offer me unlimited amounts of sex and love.”

Alpha grunted almost imperceptibly underneath his leather mask.

“Shall we adjourn to my office to discuss the happiness of our Federation of Fun and love?” Beck asked sweetly.

“I’d love to!” Dillon exclaimed, following Beck.

As Beck headed towards the turbolift, she noticed Lt. Seany-weany standing by the airlock. Wasn’t he on the upper observation level?

Beck dismissed the thought and lead Dillon through the throng of loving followers.

As Dillon moved down through Happy Funtimes Mall, he stopped at once particular storefront that was closed off, its only feature a door with a tiny slot.

“I trust you’ve been taking care of my dear brother, Mistress?” Dillon asked, approaching the door.

“He’s given me no trouble.” Beck said. “Although he will sometimes be heard howling long into the night. It’s quite disquieting to the customers at the mall.”

“I’m sure.” Dillon said, opening the slot and peering in.

Light filtered down into the prisonlike room in tiny streams from the grating above. In one corner, dressed in rags and huddled in a fetal ball, sat Bradley Dillon, entrepreneur extraordinaire. Well, ex-entrepreneur extraordinaire.

“Bradley?” Dillon asked sweetly. “It’s big brother.”

“Mmm?” Bradley said, shifting. He opened his eyes, squinting at the ray of light that poured in through the tiny slit. “Trav-is?”

“Yes, little bro, it’s Travis. How are you?”

Bradley struggled to stand up, which seemed like a huge effort unto itself. He walked slowly over to the door, bracing himself against the wall. “It’s…it’s…dark. Why, Trav-is? Why? I never…did…hurt… you…”

“I’m sure.” Dillon said. “Have a happy day, my dear little brother!” With that, Dillon slammed the tiny slit closed.

As the group moved on, anguished howls could be heard from within the dungeonlike room.

“You know,” Beck said, as they continued to the turbolift. “You could at least authorize him to be let out on special occasions. Maybe some holidays?”

“Your show of concern for my brother is heartwarming, Mistress.” Dillon said, still smiling. “However, it fails to move me.”

“Damn.” Beck cursed, as they entered the turbolift.



“The coast is clear…” Lt. Porter said, looking out over the promenade. “The crowd is dissipating again.”

“What on Earth were those howls?” Beck asked with concern. “It sounded like a cat being tortured.”

“I don’t know.” Russell said, looking around suspiciously. “But the sooner we get out of here, the better.”

The group moved cautiously along the upper observation level

“According to what we know of Waystation,” Russell said, as they walked. “There should be a Jeffries tube that leads directly to ops several meters ahead.”

“Okay. Then that’s where we’re going.”

“Are you sure that’s wise?” Porter said. “We still don’t know where Jones is, only that her readings are intensifying.”

“Well,” Beck said, as they moved, “In our universe, Ops is always where the action is.”

“And this is a good thing?” Russell asked.

Before Beck could respond, a familiar hooded figure stepped out in front of the group, blocking their path.

The figure removed its hood, revealing a very familiar face.

“Leximas?” Beck asked. The mystic was the only thing about Playstation that seemed exactly the same as on Waystation.

“You are not from this plane.” Leximas said calmly. “There is a disturbance in this continuity.”

“That’s what we’re here to fix, your holiness.” Beck said, unsure of how to address the mystic.

“Do what you must…” Leximas said, floating back into her chamber. “…but beware, what is the same is often not the same.”

“Gee, thanks for that helpful little tidbit.” Russell said, opening up the jeffries tube access hatch.

“Can the commentary, Mr. Russell. It’s a long climb up to ops.” Beck said, wondering exactly what it was that Leximas meant.



“I trust you had a pleasant trip…” Mistress Beck said, as she followed Dillon into her office. He had instructed Hawkins and Troi to wait in Ops with Alpha while he met with Beck. The rest of his entourage was receiving a tour of the station’s lower saucer.

As soon as the doors to Beck’s office closed, Dillon turned on a heel to face the Mistress. “You have disappointed me one too many times, Beck.”

“I don’t know what you…” Beck said, as Dillon held his fist up and made a tight squeezing motion, his leather glove squeaking as he squeezed.

Beck dropped to her knees, clutching her throat. “Captain, I…”

She had heard that Dillon had received some sort of strange mind-power from the Joegonotizing ray, but she had never believed it until now.

“Save your pathetic words, Mistress.” Dillon sneered. “And listen carefully. If you want your life spared you will hand me the still beating hearts of Lazlo and Singer. Is that clear?”

“Very…” Beck choked.

Dillon stopped squeezing and smiled. “Good. To answer your question, the trip was fine.”

Beck rubbed her still sore throat and stood up. “Why did you have to bring the two women, Captain? You could have delivered this threat yourself.”

“As a gift to two beautiful women, Commander.” Dillon hissed.

“If you do fail, they get to have what is left of you. You’ll find that Counselor Supreme Troi can do amazing things with a mind.

You saw what she did for my brother.”

“You’re so evil, Captain.” Beck said, regaining her composure. “I could never understand why you would never have me.”

Dillon sneered again. “Because you disgust me, Mistress. You are vile and low and base, a boil on the ass of womankind. Besides, I’ve never been a fan of redheads. Now…” Dillon said.

“You must tend to…”

Suddenly the dark space outside of Playstation lit up as a photon torpedo streamed towards Ops.



Commander Beck almost lost her grip on the ladder as the station began to shake.

“What the hell was that?” She asked.

“Photon torpedo if I had to guess.” Porter said, pulling out his tricorder. “As a matter of fact…Commander!”

“What?”

“Tina is on the ship that’s attacking the station. And you won’t believe what ship it is.”

“Surprise me.” Beck said blandly, continuing to climb.



***



“The Defiant?” Mistress Beck asked, stumbling out into ops, followed by Dillon.

“That’s correct, Mistress.” Ensign Petey-weety Grant said from the science console. No one was currently manning tactical.

“God damn it.” Dillon muttered. “Singer.”

“I thought you said she was taken care of!” Troi said angrily. “Now I find that even this is a deception!”

“Silence!” Dillon said. “Patti, you take tactical. It is time for me to finish this once and for all.”

“What are you going to do?” Beck asked, following Dillon around ops.

“What I should have done in the first place. I’m handling this matter myself. Dillon to Secondprize.” Dillon said, tapping his comm badge.

“Secondprize. Commander Preston here.” Came the voice of Commander Charlie Preston, the Secondprize’s first officer.

“Intercept that vessel and destroy it!” Dillon barked.

“Aye, sir. Preston out.”

Dillon smiled fiendishly. “See? We have nothing to worry about.”

“My love!” Hawkins shouted from tactical. “I’m reading a squadron of Multek warships heading this way. They will be here in minutes!”

“Multeks?” Dillon asked. “What terrible timing. Aren’t we keeping them busy enough as it is with that whole invasion thing?”

“Obviously not.” Troi sneered.

“Stay out of this, woman.” Dillon barked, turning back to tactical. “Concentrate your fire on the Defiant, Patti. Contact the Secondprize and have them break off and intercept the Multek squadron before they can get here.”

“How on Earth did they manage to ally themselves with Multeks?” Troi asked. “They don’t even believe we exist!”

“Mister Lazlo is quite resourceful, Counselor.” Beck said, leaning against her throne. “I would have told you that.” She glared at Dillon. “Had he given me the chance.”

“Will the incompetence never end?” Troi asked angrily. “Emperor Webber will find out about this, don’t you worry.”

“I said be quiet!” Dillon screamed. “I have to think.”



“Their shields are buckling!” Singer said, staring at the readouts on the science console. “Keep on doing what you’re doing, Colonel.”

Lazlo continued to fire on Playstation, as Yeoman Jones brought the ship around and around the station, deftly avoiding the fire of the station’s many phaser banks.

“Wow, this flying stuff is really fun.” Jones said, holding onto the panel as she maneuvered the Defiant. “And it’s not so hard, when you get used to it.”



“According to our floorplan, the tube branches off right here,” Lt. Porter said, as the group stopped at a junction in the Jeffries’ tube, “leading to the ventilation ducts for the briefing room and the Commander’s office.”

“That’s where we’ll attack from.” Beck said. “Russell, you take Gomes and Palmer through the briefing room, Porter, Miller…you two are with me.”

“But, Commander, what if we don’t fit?” Russell asked.

“Suck in your gut, Russell.” Porter said, following Beck into the shaft that led to her office.

“Very funny.” Russell said, ducking into the shaft that led towards the briefing room. “Come on, guys.”



“Our shields are down!” Hawkins cried. “Damage to the main reactor!”

“What??!!” Dillon cried, running his fingers through his hair. “This can’t be happening.”

“You failed, Captain.” Troi said, sneering. “Just as Beck did before you.”

“I have heard quite enough from you, Counselor.” Dillon muttered, trying to find a way out of this.

“What are you going to do, use your puny mind power on me? Please! I could crush your mind without a second thought, and I could crush this pathetic witch just as easy.” Troi glared at Beck.

Mistress Beck could feel Troi invading her mind. It was like being held underwater and punched rapidly. And, for some reason, she found it invigorating and somewhat satisfying.

“Mistress!” Alpha shouted, running to Beck’s side.

“I’m horny, Alpha.” Beck croaked, as Troi assaulted her.

Troi looked away from Beck, stopping the assault, and stared at Dillon. “So don’t cross me, you puny little worm.”

Suddenly a phaser beam lanced across ops, hitting Troi in the chest and disintegrating her in a red ball of light. She barely had time to scream.

“So much for mind games, bitch.” Lt. Hawkins said, holstering her phaser.

“Thank you, Patti.” Dillon said. “I was getting tired of her anyway.”

“What are you going to do now, Commander?” Mistress Beck asked, looking at the Defiant as it weaved and bobbed on the viewscreen. “We’ll either be destroyed or boarded in moments!”

“I’d put my bets on boarded!” Commander Beck shouted, bursting out of Mistress Beck’s office, followed by Porter and Miller.

“What the-?” Mistress Beck said, when suddenly Russell and his men leaped out from the Briefing Room.

“Nobody move!” Russell shouted, looking to his Commander Beck and smiling. “Commander, you have ops.”

“What is the meaning of this?” Dillon asked, looking around.

“And who the hell are you people supposed to be.”

“They’re from an alternate universe.” Mistress Beck said, looking at Commander Beck with disdain. “And I see my counterpart has no makeup skills.”

“Can it, you hussy.” Beck said. “All of you get into the briefing room until we can sort this thing out.”

“Alternate universe?” Dillon asked, as he, Mistress Beck, Lt. Hawkins, and Ensign Grant were herded into the briefing room. “How lovely. So where is my counterpart?”

“Don’t know.” Beck said, shoving Dillon into the room. “But I’ll tell you this much: He’s a great big weenie!”

“I don’t believe it!” Dillon said, hitting the ground roughly.

Russell holstered his phaser, running over to the tactical station. “Palmer, Gomes…you two watch the Briefing Room.” Russell tapped some buttons on the panel. “We’re being boarded, Commander.”

“Correction…” Beck said, studying the other Beck’s throne with disgust. “They’re being boarded.”



***

Lazlo and his men moved through Playstation with precise movements, herding its confused occupants into empty cargo bays and storefronts along the Happy Funtimes Mall.

Playstation’s security forces did not put up much of a fight, probably because they didn’t have much experience fighting people that weren’t under the spell of Joegonotization. Lazlo and his marines never quite caught on to that whole philosophy.

The marines pushed through the mall, making their way through the throng of frightened people towards the turbolift, stunning whatever few security officers put up a resistance.

The group stopped at a closed up storefront, where they could hear anguished grunts and fitful pounding within.

Jones approached the door to the storefront and cautiously opened the slot, peering in. “Good lord…”

“What is it?” Lazlo asked impatiently. “We don’t have time to waste!”

Jones stared through the slot and gasped. “It’s Bradley Dillon!”

“Oh, him.” Lazlo said. “That’s one of Counselor Troi’s victims.”

“Tina?” Bradley asked quietly, looking through the slot. “Tina bad! Tina good? Hee hee! Want…out!”

Jones quickly closed the slot. “If we’re successful, promise me you’ll try to get him help.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Singer said, “Now let’s go!”

The group continued to move, arriving at a turbolift. He turned around, looking out over the mall as marines continued to subdue the station’s occupants. “Okay…Copeland, Kintasa, I want you to secure the upper saucer. Hodges, Banks…you guys take a team down and secure the lower saucer.”

“Where are we going?” Singer asked, cradling her phaser rifle in her arms lovingly.

“Ops.” Lazlo said, pulling her and Jones into the turbolift.

“I still don’t see where I fit in here.” Jones said worriedly. She had helped Lazlo and Singer fight their way in through the airlock, but she hadn’t enjoyed it very much. She had never signed on with Starfleet to fight with people. Especially people in a really scary alternate universe.

“You didn’t notice how the security officers ran like hell at the sight of you?” Lazlo asked as the lift rose.

“Well, I figured it was this ugly uniform…”

“Your counterpart in this universe was a Counselor.” Lazlo explained. “Counselors are the most feared people in this quadrant. They administrate the Emperor’s discipline.”

“So I wasn’t nice?”

Lazlo smiled. “No, you were. That’s why Beck killed you.”

Jones gulped. “K-killed me?”

Lazlo nodded gravely. “I don’t know how, but she found out you were conspiring to help us take over the station.”

So what do we do now?” Singer asked impatiently.

“We’re going to scare the living shit out of our friend Mistress Beck.”



“The Secondprize is headed back here, Commander.” Russell said from tactical. “With about a half dozen Multek ships in hot pursuit.”

Beck stared at the approaching vessel on the viewscreen with confusion. “For once I think I’m rooting for the Multeks.”

“Me too.” Porter said quietly from the science console.



***



“Fire aft torpedoes.” Commander Preston said, gripping onto the big, clear, purple, inflatable command chair. He liked the way it bounced back up when he sat in it, but it always stuck to his legs when he wore shorts.

“Baird to bridge. We have a cute little problem with the coolant system.”

“Specify, Baird.” Preston said. “Are we going to have a not so happy day?”

“I don’t know.” Baird said worriedly. There was definitely an edge to his voice. As a matter of fact, he kind of sounded like a panicked little kid. “It’s making all sorts of funny noises and it scares me.”

“Keep me posted.” Preston said, hitting the button on the command chair that cut communications.

“The Multek ships are gaining on us. Our lead won’t last long, and our shields are down to thirteen percent.” Ensign Marsh said from tactical. “Another hit on our aft quarter and we’ll have a first class ticket to unhappyville.”

“Oh, fiddlesticks.” Preston said standing up and walking towards the front of the bridge. “Time to Playstation, Lt. Sullivan?”

“We’re almost there hon.” Sullivan replied sincerely. “Don’t worry about a thing.”

“Commander…” Ensign Carr said from ops. “The Defiant is now docked at Playstation. And our scans indicate that the station is being taken over. Scattered phaser fire on several decks.”

“What?” Preston asked, turning to look at the ensign.



“The imaginary vessel was no match for us.” Admiral Wuddle’s first officer, Nubbid said proudly. “We have pretended to fight well.”

“But that was only one imaginary vessel. We still have many other vessels that don’t exist we must not battle as well. Continue to follow this imaginary vessel to the not real station, so that we may assist our nonexistent comrades.” Wuddle ordered, watching the Secondprize on the Sequaa’s viewscreen as it approached Playstation.



“What do we do now, fearless leader?” Mistress Beck said angrily, spinning around in one of the chairs in the briefing room.

“We can’t call for help…they took our communicators.”

“Every time you annoy me, Mistress Beck, your lifespan is shortened. Don’t continue to shorten it.” Dillon said angrily. “The Secondprize will take care of the situation. And then you will receive your proper punishment.”

“Sure, sure.” Beck said. “I have complete faith in Mister Preston’s capabilities.”

“You’d be wise not to talk to my commanding officer in such a tone, you slut.” Hawkins said angrily. “You’re open lust for him disgusts me.”

“Lust?” Beck asked. “Yeah right. Alpha is all the satisfaction I’ll ever need.” Beck put her hand on Alpha’s shoulder.

“Him and the rest of this station’s crew.” Dillon laughed. “Male and female.”

“Are you calling my Mistress a tramp? And a lesbian?” Alpha asked angrily.

“What are you going to do about it, slaveboy?” Dillon asked.

Something long forgotten began to rise through manservant Alpha’s mind. “Do not test me, Captain. You are not quite as powerful as you might think.”

“I’m more powerful.” Dillon said, smiling. “I have everything I’ve ever wanted: Power. Glory. Respect. And of course, the beautiful Lieutenant Hawkins. All things you’ll never have.”

“Why would he want that gutterslut, Captain?” Beck asked innocently.

“I’ve got a six pack of ass whuppin right here, Beck!” Hawkins shouted, rolling up her sleeves. “Want some?”

“Let’s drink up!” Beck said, leaping for Hawkins. The two fell to the ground, rolling around and clawing madly at each other’s hair and eyes.

Ensign Grant just looked the other way and whistled quietly, trying to pretend as if he wasn’t there.

“This will quickly grow tiresome.” Dillon said, yawning. “But you must enjoy this, Jaroch…oh, I’m sorry, I mean Alpha. What’s it like to watch your beloved Mistress and your secret, deep, dark object of lust fighting to the bitter death? Must be hard to pick a side!” Dillon was enjoying this way too much.

Alpha began to tremble with anger. “I am warning you, Captain. I can only stay calm so long. There is a line and you are coming close to crossing it!”

Dillon made an expression of mock fear. “Oh, I’m really scared! What are you going to do? Beat me up?”



“Should I fire on the Secondprize?” Russell asked, staring at the viewscreen as the ship approached. “I mean, they are the bad guys here, right?”

“It’s not our fight, Mister Russell, we can’t just…”

“Wait…Jones’s readings are getting closer…” Porter said, looking at his tricorder. “I mean a lot closer…”

Suddenly the turbolift door opened, allowing Lazlo, Singer, and Jones to emerge.

“No one move, this is a hostile takeover!” Lazlo shouted, putting his phaser to Beck’s throat. “We’re in charge now.”

“Been there, done that.” Beck said nervously, eyeing Lazlo’s phaser. “We’re not your enemies, Mr. Lazlo.”

“Oh, you’re not?” Lazlo asked.

“Tina!” Porter said, shocked, as he stared down the barrel of Yeoman Jones’s phaser.

“Craig?” Jones asked, confused.

“Doctor Singer?” Lt. Russell asked, his phaser drawn, aimed at Lazlo, while Singer’s weapon was trained on him.

“Mistress Beck?” Lazlo asked.

“Commander Beck.” Beck corrected.

“Craig!” Jones said with excitement.

“Tina?” Russell asked, looking over at Jones.

“Sean?” Jones asked, looking over at Russell.

“Colonel Lazlo…” Beck said, trying to break into the conversation.

“Commander Beck?” Lazlo asked.

“Craig?”

“Sean?

“Tina?”

“Colonel Lazlo?”

“Doctor Singer?”

“Commander Beck?”

“CAPTAIN DILLON!” Everyone looked to the briefing room as there was a loud roar of anger. “You will die!” The voice said, following that statement up with several loud thumps against the briefing room door. Palmer and Gomes turned around and stared at the door, pulling out their phasers fearfully.

“What the hell is that?” Lazlo asked, his phaser still aimed at Beck, fear in his eyes.

The thumping continued, until the door was busted open, and Captain Dillon was tossed as if he was a ragdoll right past Ensigns Palmer and Gomes and into the viewscreen at the opposite end of the room.

“Behold the mighty J’Ter, ruler of ancient Yyns. I am back.”

Alpha/Jaroch/J’Ter said, standing in the doorway and ripping off his leather mask and letting his hair down. Palmer and Gomes just stood there motionless, their phasers shaking in their hands, not sure what to do.

“The more things change…” Beck sighed, watching as the leather clad warrior walked over and proceeded to pummel Dillon unmercifully with his fists.

“Honey?” Hawkins asked, stumbling over to the door, watching as her boyfriend was beaten to a bloody pulp.

“I’m not finished with you!” An equally disheveled Mistress Beck said, pulling Hawkins back into the briefing room.

“If that’s Mistress Beck…” Lazlo said, looking at Commander Beck. “You must be…”

“You catch on fast, Colonel.” Beck said. “And let me say, you have yourself one f**ked up universe here.”

“Jaroch…Hawkins…Dillon…Singer…” Russell said, looking around. “This is like a Secondprize reunion gone horribly wrong.”

“I’ll say.” Porter said, smiling at Yeoman Jones as she put her phaser down. “I was really worried about you, Tina.”

“I was worried about me too.” Jones replied sheepishly.

“Captain Dillon honey!” Mistress Beck grunted, lurching out of the briefing room, her face streaked with blood and her uniform torn. “Your girlfriend’s bleeding all over the carpet!” Beck was about to help Alpha/Jaroch/J’Ter pummel the Captain when something caught her eye. “Tina?” she asked. “No…”

“Yep.” Jones said. “I hear you’ve been a bad girl, Miss Beck!”

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA AAAAARRRRRRRRGGGGGGGGGGGGHHH!” Beck cried, pulling at her now completely messed up hair. “What’s going on here?”

Commander Beck smiled. “Your worst nightmare, ma’am.”

Suddenly the station shuttered. Russell ran to the tactical console and checked the readings. “The Secondprize is back.”

“This is Commander Patrick Preston of the Funship Secondprize. You will turn over our officers immediately and surrender that station.” Preston’s voice crackled over the comm system.

“Let me talk.” Lazlo said, walking over to the tactical console.

“Commander?” Russell asked.

Beck nodded. “This is his show, Lieutenant.”

“Thank you.” Lazlo said politely, tapping a control that put Preston onscreen. “Mister Preston, if you’d be so kind as to look behind you, there is a fleet of Multek warships that say we don’t have to surrender jack squat.”

“I am aware of that, Colonel. However, I do think we can work out a deal that would make us all come out of this looking good.”

“I don’t think so, Commander.” Lazlo said. “They’re staying right here, where they will receive every hospitality I can think to offer them.”

Everyone in ops, including Lazlo and Russell was busy looking at the viewscreen, so no one noticed when a badly beaten Lt. Hawkins crawled out of the briefing room and grabbed at Lazlo’s legs, knocking him off balance and pulling him down.

Mistress Beck took the moment of confusion to hit Commander Beck with a roundhouse kick and leap towards the tactical console, slamming her hand down on the shield control button.

“Now Secondprize!” Mistress Beck shouted, before Russell could react. Commander Preston looked off to the side of the screen a moment and nodded. Suddenly Mistress Beck, Lt. Hawkins, Captain Dillon, and Alpha/Jaroch/J’Ter disappeared in a happy blue sparkle.



“Our people are safely aboard, Commander.” Ensign Marsh said.

“Get our shields up and destroy the station, Ensign.” Preston said, leaning forward in anticipation. “Hurry.”

“Darn.” Marsh said. “They got their shields back up. And the Multek ships will be in firing range in thirty seconds.”

“Poop.” Preston sighed. “Helm, take us out of here. Maximum warp.”

With that, the Secondprize angled around and engaged into warp.



“We lost them!” Dr. Singer said, running her hands through her hair in frustration. “I can’t believe we lost them!”

Lazlo walked over and put his hands on Singer’s shoulders. “But look at all we’ve gained, Tina! We have a squadron of Multek ships at our side and a station to command, not to mention a powerful starship at our disposal.”

“It looks like you guys have a lot of work ahead of you.” Commander Beck said, turning to Porter, Russell, and Jones. “I think it’s time we headed home.”



Station Log,

Stardate 50625.3. Thanks to Lt. Porter’s marvelous device, we have returned to our own universe, much to my relief. In addition, our three visitors have been returned to their alternate universe where the alternate Colonel Lazlo assures me they will be treated fairly. I have to admit, after my experience on Playstation, I’m looking forward to the more…normal life aboard Waystation.



Commander Beck took another sip of Andorian coffee as she read Yeoman Jones’s report, occasionally looking up at the crowds as they passed by the Andorian restaurant.

“Commander?” Lt. Commander Walter Morales asked, stirring her from her concentration.

Beck looked up. “Commander. Sit down. What’s on your mind?”

“I just wanted to tell you, sir. We got a subspace communication today from Commander Dillon.”

Beck smiled, amused. “And what did he have to say?”

“He heard about your team’s experience with the ‘evil’ Dillon and wondered if it had any kind of negative effect on our respect for him.”

“Is that so?” Beck said, chuckling. “What did you tell him?”

“I told him it would be impossible for us to have any less respect for him than we do now.” Morales said, breaking into a laugh.

“I’ll say. He probably took it as a complement.” Beck’s laugh died down as she continued to read the report.

“So what do you think will happen over there, Commander?” Morales asked.

Beck looked up, pausing a moment. “Frankly, Commander, I don’t know. Colonel Lazlo, at least the one in that universe, seems to be a good man, and, as funny as it seems, I think he and Dr. Singer will make excellent revolutionaries.”

“I still can’t believe how vastly different those people are from us, Commander. I mean Dillon…an evil villain? Singer…sane? You…a dominatrix?”

Beck raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know, Commander Morales, sometimes I think Mistress Beck and I aren’t that different. I mean, I know some people who I’d love to beat into submission.”

At that moment, Colonel Lazlo and some of his aides walked by Beck’s table. Lazlo stopped just long enough to glare down at Commander Beck. “Regarding your mission to the alternate universe, my formal complaint has been lodged with Starfleet, Commander. Expect to hear from them shortly.”

As Colonel Lazlo moved off, Beck gave Morales a conspiratory nudge. “Him for instance.”

Morales stood up, smiling. “I see what you mean, Commander. I’ll see you in ops.”

“I’ll be there with bells on.” Beck said, returning to Jones’s report.



“What is troubling you, my dear?” Leximas asked, as Yeoman Jones stood in the doorway of her meditation chamber, rocking nervously on her heels.

“I was just thinking of something you…I mean the alternate you…said to Commander Beck in that other universe.”

“And that is?”

“You said, ‘what is the same is often not the same’. I was just wondering, you know, what you meant by that.”

“You are asking me about this statement as if it was one that I made, child.” Leximas said, continuing to float there amongst her candles.

“I just…well, I kind of thought you…”

Leximas’ silver eyes glistened. “Thought I could be two places at once?”

“Well, yes.”

Leximas laughed, something Jones had never seen her do. “We are often in two different places at the same time, without even knowing it. Sometimes, we are two different people as well.”

“Will Colonel Lazlo and Dr. Singer be successful in restoring the Federation?”

“Only time will tell, my dear. But in the meantime, I suggest you focus on this plane, for this is where you belong.”

Jones smiled. “You’re right. Thanks, Leximas.”

“Do not mention it.” Leximas said, returning to her meditation as Yeoman Jones left the chamber.

As Jones made her way back down to her office, she bumped into Bradley Dillon.

“So are the rumors true? Am I some kind of twisted freak in that other universe?” Dillon asked urgently.

“You don’t want to know.” Jones said, continuing to make her way through the mall.

“I have a right to know, Miss Jones.” Dillon said, following the Yeoman.

“It wasn’t pretty!” Jones protested.

“I can take it.” Dillon promised. “Now tell me…how bad was it?”

Jones stopped walking a moment, rubbing her chin thoughtfully.

“Let me just say this: What is the same is often not the same.”

With that, the Yeoman moved off through the crowds, leaving a completely befuddled Bradley Dillon in her wake.






That Sinking Feeling



PROLOGUE



Karyna held no regrets as she sped away from the Enrathi system. Her visit there, as with all of her other travels across the reaches of space, was full of pleasure and many wonderful beings. She could not feel sadness or sorrow for leaving them, however. The types of serious attachments that led to such feelings were something she avoided. Pleasure, hedonism, satisfaction: these were the driving forces of her existence.

Concerns such as friendship had no place in that schema.

Years ago, before Karyna discovered her true way, she was one of many acolytes on her home world trying to achieve peace and enlightenment and other such garbage. Her teacher, a sage named Leximas, just oozed serenity, as did most of the other pupils. Karyna’s mind and body struggled to go another way. Leximas, realizing that her pupil would not, and possibly could not achieve the peace of others on their homeworld, sent Karyna away, out into the stars, to follow her own path.

She had been exiled from her home, sent away to prevent her radical ideas about fun and pleasure from infecting others on her world. From that day, Karyna traveled the galaxy, enjoying the best each world she encountered had to offer. The only thought that clouded her hedonist existence was a desire for revenge. One day, Leximas would see that her high and mighty serenity was not so wonderful. There was power and freedom in living for pleasure. Leximas would see the light, and so would the rest of her homeworld.

On Enrathi, Karyna had heard rumors of a vast empire called the Federation spanning hundreds of worlds and races. Such a place intrigued her. The wonders they must have. Such an opportunity could not be missed, so she set her ship on a course for the rumored border of this Federation. In such a large and enlightened society, the pursuit of pure pleasure must be common. She would find others like herself and greater joys than she could possibly imagine.

Her thoughts of the joyous destination that awaited her were interrupted by an almost overwhelming psychic wave crashing through her mind. Struggling to fight through it and clear her head, Karyna reached out with her mind to locate the source of such immense energy.

There was a presence, quite clearly a presence, but it was unlike any she had encountered before. This person, if such a powerful life force could even be described as such, was close by, but she could not ascertain where.

Her ship’s sensors only detected a small spatial anomaly a few thousand kilometers off to port. Pink and purple gasses swirled within in it like a mini-nebula. Without allowing Karyna to make a conscious decision of her own, the guide within her mind had her steer the ship directly into the nebula.

Tendrils of gas from it seemed to reach out and surround the ship, forming a net. Before the net could finish, Karyna put her engines to full and surged into the center of the anomaly. Suddenly, she and the ship were engulfed in a bright flash of whiteness.

She found herself standing in a universe of white. Her body and clothing provided the only color. There was no sky, no ground, no boundaries: only white.

A man, dressed totally in black, stepped toward her out of the white. He was thin with blond hair and an angular face.

“Go away,” he said simply. Her mind was buffeted by more waves of power. This was the entity she detected. This person, if that’s what he was, had more power in its body than she could possibly comprehend.

“Who are you?” Karyna asked.

“I might ask you the same, but I already know. You are Karyna, an outcast, a loner, a nomad. How sad. Now leave.”

“If you truly knew me, you would know that I feel no sadness.”

“Classic denial.”

“You still have not answered my question?”

“Why should I? It wouldn’t mean anything to you,” the entity said.

“But I would have something to call you during our conversation.”

“Look, Miss Karyna, I have been quite content to sit here disguised as that nebula for a good couple of millennia now. What makes you think that I have any desire to talk to you?”

“Because you’re alone, like me. And like me, you are alone of your own volition. We are kindred spirits,” Karyna replied.

“You believe so.”

“I do. So, why have you chosen to be this anomaly.”

“I grew tired of the universe. My species was bickering amongst themselves, so I decided I’d had enough. I went off to be alone with my thoughts.”

“Surely the universe must hold some pleasure for you.”

“Should it? I could wipe it out with a wave of my hand,” the entity said.

“But there are pleasures there that you could enjoy.”

“Like what?”

“Like me,” Karyna said, walking over to him and running her hand along the side of his face. She could feel his energy crackling through her fingers.

“You’re very forward, Miss Karyna.”

“It’s how I get what I want. Now then, who are you?”

“Well, my name is Q, but most people just call me Q.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you Q,” Karyna said smiling. “A great pleasure indeed.”





Chapter One



Bradley Dillon closed out the credit register of Dillon’s Supply Depot whistling happily to himself. Business was going well enough that he had decided to treat himself to a little vacation time. Three days on the holodeck living out one of his biggest fantasies. Now, all he needed was a traveling companion.

Outside of his shop in the corridor of Starfleet Square Mall, Bradley noticed several security officers sneaking around and concealing themselves behind support beams, potted plants, and whatever else they could hide behind.

Unconcerned, Bradley closed his register and turned off the shop’s lights.



Lieutenant Sean Russell, Waystation’s chief of security monitored the action taking place in the small corridor from his temporary command post at the ice cream cart thirty yards away from their quarry.

“Bishop to Russell. We’re in position,” Russell’s commbadge said softly.

“Is he there?”

“I don’t see him,” Ensign Bishop replied.

“He’s got to be there,” Russell snapped. This ambush was the culmination of a two week investigation of shoplifting incidents at the Klingon formal wear shop. Tonight, Russell would get his thief, though. The new shipment of dresses from the very fashionable Klingon designer Krilik would be too big of a temptation for any respectable formal wear thief to pass up.

“Still no movement inside,” Bishop said.

“There will be,” Russell said. “Just stay out of sight.”



Bradley pressed the door control of his shop and locked the place up tight. A sign reading “Be Back In Three Days” hung on the door. Bradley smiled to himself and, tightly gripping the package under his arm, walked down the corridor past the formal wear shop. He had to hand it to Russell’s security officers; they had managed to hide themselves really well. The only officer he could see was Russell far down the corridor towards Leximas’ temple standing under the ice cream cart’s cheesy umbrella.

“Good luck, Lieutenant,” Bradley said quietly as he walked past Russell and entered the alcove Leximas used for meditation.

Leximas sat quietly, her legs crossed, hovering over the deep red carpet surrounded by a ring of candles, each of which hovered an inch or so above their candlesticks.

“I will be with you shortly, Mister Dillon,” Leximas said softly without looking at him. That trick always unnerved him. It was like she was psychic or something. Actually, she probably was psychic to some degree.

One by one, the candles descended into their appropriate holders. Suddenly, they all flashed a bright red and went out.

Leximas turned in mid-air and floated over to Bradley. She uncrossed her legs and put them down on the carpet.

“May I ask what brings you by my place of contemplation?”

Leximas said, clasping her hands in front of her.

“I’ve come to give you a one of a kind opportunity,” Bradley said.

“I do not wish to buy anything,” Leximas said, turning away from him.

“And I don’t want you to,” Bradley replied. Leximas turned back to him. Bradley smiled inwardly knowing he’d aroused her curiosity. “This is an opportunity of an entirely different sort.”

“I see. You may continue.”

“Thank you. I know that you have been endeavoring to learn more about us humans, so I’ve decided to help.”

“If what you have in mind is to teach me about your sexual practices, I must decline.”

“Leximas, I’m trying to be serious here. If I wanted to ask you out, I’d just do it.”

“You do not wish me to purchase anything, and you are not trying to gain sexual gratification. What then are you after?” Leximas asked.

“I’m not a Ferengi for god’s sake; I’m just after some company. And you will get to learn a great deal about humanity. We are shaped by our past, and I intend to take you with me to experience one of the pivotal moments in human history.”

“On the holodeck, I take it.”

“No, I’ve built a time machine. Of course, it’s on the holodeck, but it will be the best vacation you’ve ever had.”

Suddenly, they heard a loud shout from the corridor.

“Oh my God! The mannequin is moving!”

“That’s no mannequin! We’ve got a dress on the go!”

Down the corridor, a figure in a fabulous Krilik Original dress burst out of the Klingon formal shop, a long, blood-red train trailing behind it. Two security officers leapt from their hiding places and converged on the dress thief. Once they were close enough, they jumped, attempting to tackle the thief. An instant before impact, the thief grabbed both officers in mid-air and slammed them together. Tossing their unconscious bodies to the floor, the thief kept running, heading straight for Lieutenant Russell’s position.

“Stop that dress!” Russell shouted. No one responded. His officers were frozen with fear, and the large figure in the dress was getting closer. Realizing that he was going to have to handle this himself, Russell stepped out from behind the ice cream cart and aimed his phaser.

“Halt! You’re under arrest,” Russell shouted at the red veiled

figure headed his way. There was no response. “Don’t make me fire.” The figure kept coming.

“You asked for it,” Russell said. Just as his finger pressed down on the firing trigger, the thief dove forward and rolled right under the phaser beam. Russell gaped in astonishment as the figure completed the roll, fluidly stood back up and continued running past him. Russell recovered enough to rip the veil off of the thief as the thief ran by him, revealing a very large, very angry looking Klingon male.

The Klingon swatted Russell with his forearm, flipping the security chief back over the ice cream cart. Russell hit the floor with a painful thud as the Klingon passed by. Russell was able to reach out and grab the end of the train before the thief was completely out of reach. It didn’t even slow the Klingon down; Russell was yanked from behind the cart and dragged quickly behind the speeding Klingon. Slowly, he started pulling himself up the train.



“It seems that our intrepid law enforcement officers are experiencing difficulties,” Leximas observed flatly.

“What else is new?” Bradley replied. He quickly reached behind Leximas and grabbed a candlestick off of a small table.

“They are doing their best,” Leximas said, not noticing Bradley’s movements. Suddenly, he reached up and threw the candlestick past her head and out of the alcove. It sailed through the corridor with the precision of a guided missile and slammed right into the Klingon’s forehead. The Klingon fell backwards unconscious and landed right on top of Lieutenant Russell.

“I was unaware that you possessed such a skill, Mister Dillon,” Leximas said.

“Yeah, well. It’s not one of those things that comes up in conversation much. So, are you going to come with me or not.”

“Just where is it that we are going?”

“You and I will be taking a three-day cruise on the most luxurious ocean-going ship in the history of mankind.”

“Ocean-going…as in water.”

“Yes.”

“That will definitely be an experience. I shall join you. When should we meet?”

“Be in the holodeck in an hour,” Bradley said, heading for the entrance. “You’ll enter onto a dock. Look for a ship called the Titanic.”

“Titanic. That name should not be hard to remember.”

“Don’t worry,” Bradley said. “It won’t be.”



Q could not believe what was happening to him. His whole being was becoming consumed with thoughts of this small, corporeal being who had invaded his solitude. Yet, he found her silver eyes captivating. Her petite form was complemented by short-cropped black hair and ears that swept upward to gentle points. In many societies she would be considered an elf or sprite or nymph, but to Q, Karyna was the most incredible being in the universe. Her mind had reached out and connected with his, a joining that gave him something he thought he would never experience: pleasure. Let the other Q go out and fight amongst themselves or pester little humans, Q had Karyna and that was all he would need for eternity.





Chapter Two



“Chief Medical Officer’s Log. Stardate 50786.4. After treating the accused-mall dress thief for a nasty blow to the head, I have released the suspect into Lieutenant Russell’s hands. Lieutenant Russell suffered only minor injuries from his run-in with the thief.

On a personal note, I would like to thank Starfleet for this assignment. I was promised that I would be given adequate time to study the Midon symbiont which now resides inside my body, and they have lived up to that promise. Other than the occasional holodeck injury or other scrapes and bruises, Waystation is remarkably free of medical emergencies.”



Dr. Amedon Nelson switched off her log recorder and returned to the biomonitor chair Lieutenant Porter had constructed for her. She could sit in the chair, which would perform various bioscans on her, the symbiont, and their combined interactions while still allowing her to sit up and write down her observations and direct the scans. It was much easier to work this way than lying down.

Nelson felt a brief wave of nausea wash over her then checked her chronometer. It had been six hours since her last dose of unlogi, the chemical which allowed her body and that of Midon’s to maintain their symbiosis.

She climbed out of the chair and walked over to get her hypospray just as Lieutenant Russell walked into the infirmary.

“Back so soon,” Nelson said. “What’d you do, prick your finger on the turbolift call button?”

“Uh…no,” Russell said, looking around.

“Is there something I can do for you?”

“You haven’t seen a large, angry looking Klingon, have you?”

“He wouldn’t happen to match the description of the Klingon male I treated in here about ten minutes ago, would he?”

“That possibility should not be ruled out.”

“You lost him!”

“Yeah,” Russell said, bowing his head.

“You idiot! Have you called security?”

“I am security.”

“I meant your other officers.”

“I don’t want them to know.”

“Of course not. That would make you look foolish. Maybe the nice Klingon will just go away and not let anyone know he escaped.”

“I doubt it,” Russell said.

“No kidding,” Nelson said, grabbing her medical bag. “Come on. Let’s see if we can find this guy.” She pulled out her tricorder and set it to find Klingon lifesigns.

“You owe me for this, Russell,” Nelson mumbled. “I had a whole afternoon of research planned.”

“Then this should be a fun diversion.”

“A walk on a beach at sunset would be a fun diversion; this is just plain annoying.”

“Doctor Nelson…”

“What?” Nelson snapped.

“Were you nicer before or after joining with Midon?”

“Shut up!”



Commander Lisa Beck watched as Kernok, the owner of the Klingon formal wear shop in Starfleet Square Mall, placed one of the dresses recovered from the thief back onto a bulky mannequin.

“There. Much better,” Kernok said, stepping away from the dress. “I would like to thank you, Commander, for your crew’s excellent handling of this problem.”

“It was our pleasure,” Commander Beck replied, all the while wondering how Klingons could stand dresses with metal shoulder pads sewn into them.

“Please excuse me for a moment. I must get another mannequin out of the back,” Kernok said, heading for the rear of his shop.

“Of course,” Beck said, nodding courteously. Just as Kernok disappeared into the back, Beck noticed some movement out of the corner of her eye. Before she could turn to see what it was, a reddish blur from that direction leapt at her, grabbed her roughly and pressed a blade against her throat.

“Utter a sound and you will die,” a deep voice said from behind her. The lace covered arm that held her gave Beck a sneaking suspicion that the dress thief had escaped.

The thief practically carried her out into the corridor. Patrons enjoying the mall gasped and ran for cover as they saw the large Klingon holding Commander Beck hostage.

Lieutenant Russell and Dr. Nelson ran into the area at about that time.

“So much for no one finding out he escaped,” Nelson said.

“Commander Beck is not going to be happy about this.”

“You had just better hope that she survives long enough to be pissed at you,” Nelson said, pushing her way through the crowd followed by Russell.

“Don’t move!” Russell ordered, aiming his phaser at the Klingon.

“You cannot fire without risking your commander,” the Klingon replied. Russell glanced at Beck. She looked madder than he had ever seen her. The thought of letting the Klingon kill her so that she wouldn’t kill him raced quickly through his mind. There was no way he could do that, though.

“There is no need to hurt anyone,” Nelson said, becoming very serene. “Perhaps we can discuss a credit plan so that you may pay for the lovely garment you have chosen.”

“It would have to be very low interest,” the Klingon said.

“Of course,” Nelson replied. She saw Kernok walking toward the front of his store.

“Qolesh!” Kernok shouted, startling the Klingon.

“You know him?” Russell said.

“He was my finest dressmaker many years ago,” Kernok said. “But he became too attached to the merchandise.”

“Obviously,” Nelson said.

“Why, Qolesh? Why?”

“It is…pretty,” Qolesh said.

“Oh please,” Beck said.

“Silence!” Qolesh shouted, pressing the blade harder against her throat. “Now let us pass.”

“What about our easy credit terms?” Nelson asked.

“I do not think so,” Qolesh said, pushing Beck forward. Beck finally saw her opportunity. She slammed her heel into Qolesh’s shin, then quickly grabbed the arm holding the knife and pulled it away from her. Holding the arm in her left hand, she turned in to face Qolesh and smashed her elbow into his nose then raked her nails across his eyes.

Howling in pain, Qolesh attempted to strike back. Before he could swing, Beck jabbed her knee into the Klingon’s crotch, sending him to his knees. Then, she kicked him in the head, right where Bradley’s candlestick had landed earlier. Qolesh’s world went blurry, then completely dark.

The gathered crowd erupted into applause as Beck straightened her uniform. She smiled, bowed graciously, and blew the crowd a kiss. By the time she had turned back toward Russell, her face was pure rage.

“Doctor Nelson, get this piece of trash to the infirmary and fix him up. I think you’ll find he’s a little more damaged this time. And you…” She pointed at Russell. “I want five security officers in the infirmary watching our cross-dressing friend. After that, he goes in the brig. Got it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Russell said quickly, turning toward his office.

“I’m not finished yet,” Beck said. Russell stopped and shuddered involuntarily. So much for getting off easy.

“Yes, ma’am?” Russell asked, his voice about three octaves higher than he would have liked it to be.

“My office…Now!”

“Yes, ma’am,” Russell said, turning and heading toward the turbolift.

“Should I prepare sickbay for another incoming patient?” Nelson asked as she and Beck watched Russell go.

“There’s not going to be enough of him left for that,” Beck said.



“I am afraid that I do not see the point of this program,” Leximas said as she and Bradley strolled along the deck of the Titanic passing several lavishly-dressed couples. Bradley had dressed for the occasion in a very dapper suit and hat. Leximas, however, had thus far refused to change out of her meditation robes.

“Relaxation, pure and simple,” Bradley said. “This ship was the paramount of luxury in its day. It had everything from gymnasiums to ballrooms to saunas. And look at the power!” He gazed up at one of the four mammoth smokestacks sending huge black plumes out into the atmosphere.

“Lovely,” Leximas said. Bradley could almost swear it was sarcasm, although he’d never heard the mystic use that sort of humor. He decided to let it pass.

“We’re only a few hours out of Southhampton. We still have a couple of days left to enjoy. Just let yourself go and get into the spirit of things.”

“How should I do that?”

“Try to blend in a little. Put on one of the gowns I picked out for you.”

“I do not think that a dress will distract these humans from noticing my pointed ears and silver eyes.”

“So, I’ll tell the computer not to have the passengers notice.”

“Then, why not have them not notice my attire?” Leximas asked.

“Because I’m noticing your attire, and it’s distracting. This is supposed to an English ship in 1912, not some Buddhist monk convention in Tibet.”

“Mister Dillon, have I ever told you that I find your continual use of reference points that I have no knowledge of to be extremely…how should I say this?”

“Enlightening. Educational.”

“No,” Leximas said simply. She fell silent and continued walking down the deck. Bradley shook his head and followed after her. She was turning out to be a much less enjoyable traveling companion than he had anticipated.



Russell was standing in Beck’s office looking much like a child sent to the principal’s office as Beck stepped out of the turbolift into ops.

“Take it easy on him,” Lieutenant Craig Porter said from the science/operations console.

“No,” Beck said. She entered her office without another word.

“Well, someone’s a dead man,” Porter said.

“No kidding,” Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales, Waystation’s first officer, replied from his position at the docking control console.

Beck didn’t say a word to Russell as she walked into her office and sat down at her desk. She just let him stand uncomfortably waiting for what was about to happen to him.

“Ma’am…”

“Did I say talk?” Beck snapped.

“Well, no…”

“Then shut up.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Russell stood in silence again. Beck finally stood up and started pacing the office.

“Do you have any idea how much I dislike almost being killed?”

“Excuse me?” Russell asked.

“You heard me?”

“Uh…I don’t know. I guess you pretty much hate it.”

“Yes! And I especially don’t like almost being killed by a cross-dressing Klingon. Do you realize how bad that would look on my service record?”

“Pretty bad,” Russell said, chuckling a little.

“Damn right! I should demote your ass right back down to ensign right now,” Beck said. Russell stopped chuckling.

“Ma’am, I did not mean for Qolesh to escape.”

“Unfortunately for you, he did. You had him in custody, and he was injured. How incompetent do you have to be to let someone like that escape?”

“With all due respect, I was injured as well,” Russell said.

“Then you should have had more officers assisting you. That’s what they’re there for.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m very sorry about everything.”

“Sorry! You’re sorry! I almost died, you…you…”

“Morales to Beck,” the commsystem barked, interrupting her.

“Beck here. This is not the best time, Commander.”

“I know, but we just received a communication from the colony on Geranis Two. They said that they were waiting for some official documents from you.”

“Sh**! I never sent them their charter and defense agreement contracts.”

“Should I transmit them now?” Morales asked.

“No. We’re going to have to do the diplomatic ‘yes, you really mean something to us’ crap,” Beck replied.

“I take it that this is going to require a personal visit to deliver the documents,” Morales said.

“How’d you guess? Have a good trip, Commander.” Beck noticed Russell trying hard not to laugh. “Something funny, Lieutenant?” Beck snapped.

“With all due respect, ma’am, I guess I’m not the only one who’s messed up his duties today. And you’re sending your subordinates to clean up after you.”

“Damn right,” Beck said. “That’s the joy of being in command. So is this: you’re going too.”

“What?” Russell gasped, all humor draining from his face. “I don’t want to go brownnose the leader of some dirtball colony world.”

“Me either, that’s why I’m ordering you to go. Have fun. You and Morales will leave immediately. Dismissed.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Russell said defeated as he turned to go.

“Oh, Russell…”

“Yes.”

“If you play your part well on Geranis Two, your job might still be here when you get back,” Beck said. Russell walked out without another word.

Beck leaned back in her chair wondering if she had been a little too hard on Russell. As she always did in this type of situation, she tried to think about what Captain Rydell, her commanding officer on the USS Secondprize would do. Most likely, it would have been pretty much the same thing. Of course, then he would follow it up with some kind of horrible practical joke to hammer the point home. This trip to Geranis wasn’t quite a joke, but it definitely was horrible.

Having comforted herself that she was measuring up to the Rydell standard, Beck turned to the day to day business of running the station, not that it was all that thrilling. Mountains of paperwork. Endless drudgery. Only occasionally did anything interesting happen. She’d had these feelings for a while. She thought she’d overcome them after getting kidnaped by the Multeks a little while back, but obviously she hadn’t.

The fact was that life on a space station was boring. At least on a starship she was constantly traveling. On Waystation, she just sat there. Plus, she had to run the place, handling discipline and dealing with Starfleet Command. Beck had no problem with responsibility; it was just that this responsibility was no fun. What happened to the adventure? What happened to exploring and marveling in the wonders of the universe? Somehow, she never thought that a career in Starfleet would be this…dull.



Karyna was not quite sure if she had a body anymore. Joining her mind to that of Q has caused her to lose almost all track of her physical form. Occasionally, a sizzling jolt of pleasure would course through her body telling her it was still there, but for the most part, her mind was what was being stimulated. Q had seen and done things she could not even comprehend. He had time and space at his command. As the projections from her mind intertwined with his, she felt more intense pleasure than she ever had before in both her mind and body. Her mind guide called to her to regain control of herself, but Karyna let herself be swept away by Q’s energy and power. This was the ultimate hedonistic experience, and she was determined to ride it out to the end.





Chapter Three



Lieutenant Russell finished leaving instructions with one of his subordinates and headed out of the security office in Starfleet Square Mall to go meet Lieutenant Commander Morales in the docking bay. Russell was disgusted. He didn’t want to go on some stupid diplomatic chore. So the Klingon got away from him and almost killed Commander Beck. Big deal. Beck lived and Qolesh was now safely in the brig. One little mistake, and he was being punished this severely. Captain Rydell never would have done that to him.

Besides, he had plans tonight. Big plans. Ensign Krause had finally agreed to a romantic evening with him, and he was not about to pass that up. There had to be another option.

Russell walked passed Yeoman Tina Jones’s Liaison Office. The yeoman sat inside with her head resting in her hands staring blankly at the walls. Noticing her condition, Russell ducked his head into the office.

“Slow day?” Russell asked.

“Yes,” Jones replied. “We haven’t had a ship request permission to dock in the last two days. Nobody told me that this liaisoning stuff would be this dull.”

“Want to get off the station for a while?”

Jones immediately perked up and leapt out of her desk chair.

“Could I?”

“Well…I was supposed to go on an important diplomatic mission with Commander Morales, but I could probably convince him to let you go in my place…seeing as how you’re so bored and all.”

“Oh, Sean, that would be wonderful. I’d really appreciate it.”

“Gather your gear and get to the Docking Bay One. Morales should be leaving soon.”

“Thank you. Thank you. Thank you,” Jones exclaimed happily. She ran past Russell and headed off down the mall.

“No. Thank you,” Russell said smiling to himself. That took care of the boring diplomacy stuff. Now, all he had to do was figure out a way to make sure Beck didn’t kill him when she discovered that he passed the mission onto Jones.



Commander Beck dashed forward and swung, catching the ball with her racket just before it bounced a second time. The racquetball sailed back to the front wall as Beck leapt back out of Major Stephanie Hodges way. Hodges returned Beck’s shot with a vicious slam. The blue ball hit the front wall, then, flying low to the floor, bounced three quick bounces.

“Nice shot,” Beck gasped.

“Thanks,” Hodges said.

“That’s what? Fourteen to four?”

“We can stop.”

“I’ll never get better unless I keep at this.”

“Your call, Lisa,” Hodges said to her friend. She walked back up to the serving area and started another volley. Beck returned the serve, but smacked full-force into the side wall in the process. Shaking it off quickly, she waited for Hodges’ return shot.

“How’s Russell?” Hodges asked. Beck was having a hard enough time just keeping track of the speeding racquetball, much less try to hold a conversation. Hodges made it all look so easy.

“Fine…I guess,” Beck said. “Why?”

“So, you didn’t kill him?”

“No. Thought about it. But no. Why are you interested in Sean?”

“Colonel Lazlo mentioned him in our briefing this morning,” Hodges said, scoring another point on Beck. “That’s game.”

“Let’s go to 21,” Beck said, determined to score a few more points. Besides, she wanted to know why the head of the Federation Marine battalion on the station would have any interest in her security chief.

“It’s your funeral,” Hodges said, preparing another serve.

“What did Lazlo have to say?” Beck asked. Hodges hit the ball sending Beck diving to the left side of the court to return it.

“Not much. Just that Russell was incompetent and that a marine would be a better security chief,” Hodges said.

“Huh. Interesting.”

“Interesting?” Hodges surprise at Beck’s nonchalant reply caused her to miss returning Beck’s shot.

“My serve,” Beck said, walking past Hodges.

“What do you mean interesting? Aren’t you going to yell and scream about Lazlo trying to take over the station again?”

“No.” Beck served the ball. Hodges didn’t even move to stop it.

“Five serving fifteen. Pay attention to the game.”

“You’re actually thinking about it!”

“I’m serving again.” Beck hit the ball. Hodges hit the ball back into the corner, killing its momentum. Beck didn’t even have a chance to move toward it.

“You can’t be serious,” Hodges said.

“A marine might make a good security chief. They understand discipline and tactics. They’re fiercely loyal…”

“Yeah, to Martin Lazlo.”

“And they’d never let anyone compromise the safety and security of this station.”

“Just think through this carefully before you do anything crazy.”

“Don’t worry, Steph. Russell’s job is safe as long as he doesn’t do anything really stupid before I’m through being mad at him. Now, serve.”



The runabout Cumberland was all set to depart in Commander Walter Morales’s expert opinion. All that was missing was his traveling companion. In answer to his thoughts, the doors to Docking Hanger One opened and Yeoman Tina Jones bounded in enthusiastically. This was not who Morales was expecting.

“Where’s Russell?” Morales asked, ducking his head out of the runabout hatch.

“I’ve been assigned to go instead,” Jones said.

“Fine with me,” Morales said. The important thing was that he had somebody to talk to on this boring diplomatic chore. Jones would probably be better at sucking up to offended colony leaders than Russell anyway. “The pre-flight’s all done. We’re all set.”

“All right! I’m getting off the station. I’m getting off the station,” Jones said happily as she ran into the runabout.

“I think you’ve severely overestimated the entertainment value of this trip,” Morales said taking a seat in the pilot’s chair.

“I don’t care. It’s still something different.”

“Glad you’re looking forward to it.”



The mall was pretty much bustling with activity when Lieutenant Porter exited the turbolift onto that level. Of course, most of the occupants were station personnel. A new ship had docked an hour ago, but it was just a small freighter. The odd thing was that Yeoman Jones, who usual greeted new ships, was nowhere in sight.

Porter spotted Sean Russell coming out of the Galactic Delights Gift Shop carrying a small black box. He walked over to the security chief.

“Did you miss your flight?” Porter asked.

“What?”

“The Cumberland left hours ago. I thought you were supposed to be on it.”

“Oh that. I sent Jones instead.”

“Commander Beck is not going to like that.”

“I don’t see any reason I should have to go on some stupid trip when I’m needed here,” Russell said.

“Needed? Everything’s quiet.”

“Not for long. I’m needed in Ensign Krause’s quarters in five minutes with this,” Russell said, holding up the box.

“What’s in there? No. Never mind. I don’t want to know,” Porter said. “You just make sure she’s not late for her shift tomorrow morning, young man.”

“I’ll have her home before curfew,” Russell replied smiling. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, paradise awaits.” Russell bowed dramatically and raced off toward the turbolift.

“He’s a dead man,” Porter said, continuing on his to his intended destination.

Porter entered the infirmary a few minutes later and found it practically deserted. Nurse Wendy Kendall sat at the front desk watching some holovision film. Obviously, things were quiet on the medical front.

“Is Doctor Nelson here?” Porter asked, trying to control the growing feeling of nervousness in his gut.

“Yeah,” Kendall said. “Check the lab. She’s playing with the slug.”

“Thanks.” Porter headed back into the lab area where Nelson was performing tests on the symbiont in her belly.

“Whatever it is, the answer’s no,” Nelson said as Porter entered. “I already helped Russell out. That was my good deed for this millennium.”

“I don’t need anything like that,” Porter said.

“Then, can this wait, Craig? I’m busy.”

“I…I just wanted to see what you were doing for dinner tonight.”

Nelson stopped her scan and looked up at him. He looked so serious, much more serious than she’d ever seen him behave before.

“Are you asking me out?” Nelson said.

“Well…yeah.”

Nelson laughed. Not exactly the reaction Porter had been hoping for.

“Ooh, way to make a guy feel wanted,” Porter quipped.

“I’m sorry, Craig. I just wasn’t expecting that.”

“It’s just dinner.”

“I’m flattered, really, but…”

“But you don’t think of me in that way, and you’ve got plans with your slug,” Porter said, seeing very quickly where this was going.

“That’s pretty much it.”

“Thanks anyway. Sorry I bothered you.” Porter turned and headed toward the door.

“If you’re looking for company, why don’t you ask Ensign Krause,” Nelson called after him. “She’s seems very nice.”

“And taken,” Porter said, walking out of the room.



Yeoman Jones’s mind screamed a silent prayer for the torture to end. Upon their arrival at Geranis Two, Jones and Lieutenant Commander Morales had been taken directly to the colony administrator’s office for the charter signing and a lot of pointless speeches. That was the high point. What came after that was a seemingly never-ending series of introductions and discussions of the colony’s place in the Federation, etc.

Now, they were touring the colony’s power facility. Morales was managing to keep himself distracted by talking to whoever would listen about his shuttle pilot experiences. It wasn’t bragging, more like a defense mechanism against the abyss of boredom surrounding them.

Jones glanced around like a caged animal. She had to escape. The hell with diplomacy. If she had to look at one more reactor, she was going to go insane. Who cared about power output and efficiency and…She couldn’t take it anymore.

“AAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Jones screamed to the sky.

“Something wrong, Yeoman?” Morales asked pointedly. He had a pretty good idea what it was, but they were on a mission. Personal pain would just have to wait.

“I thought I saw a bug,” she said quickly.

“No matter,” the colony administrator said. “Now, let’s move on to the number six reactor chamber.”

Jones tried to calm herself. She would not hurt anyone. She would not hurt anyone. She would not hurt anyone.

But, boy would it make her feel better.



In the holodeck, darkness surrounded the R.M.S. Titanic as she cut through the North Atlantic on her voyage into history. Inside the first class ballroom, vibrant waltz music filled the air, moving many of the rich and powerful passengers to dance. At a table in one corner, Leximas sat watching the activity with an air of interested detachment. Bradley Dillon pushed an olive around his empty martini glass and hummed along to the music. He was on his fourth martini, but somehow they weren’t improving his mood. This was definitely not the vacation he had hoped for. He might as well have brought along a Vulcan.

“I take it that you are not enjoying yourself,” Leximas said, noticing her companion’s activity.

“Me? I’m having a blast. I’ve almost pushed this olive around the glass one hundred and fifty times.”

“Why do you not get up and dance then?”

“With who?” Bradley said. “The women in here are the wives of the most powerful men in the industrialized world.”

“I see. Perhaps we should go then,” Leximas said, standing up.

“You go,” Bradley said. “I’m going to get a bit drunker first.” He raised his hand to flag down a waiter.

“I do not believe that you will find holographic alcohol to be that intoxicating.”

“We’ll see,” Bradley replied.

“As you wish.” Leximas turned and moved toward the door. In her meditation robes, she almost appeared to be floating rather than walking. Actually, Bradley wouldn’t have been surprised if she was floating.

The waiter set down another drink in front of Bradley. “May I get you anything else, sir?” the waiter asked.

“A new companion,” Bradley mumbled.

“Excuse my frankness, sir, but your companion was dressed quite strangely.”

“Her robes are the most normal part about her,” Bradley said.

“Indeed. Well, just let me know if there us anything else I can do.”

“Thanks, but I doubt it.” Bradley sipped on his fifth martini and watched the couples spinning around the floor.

Several minutes later, he saw the ballroom doors open again. A woman in a floor length, glittering gown stepped into the room. Only the pointed ears and silver eyes gave away the dress-wearer’s true identity.

Bradley stood up as she approached. He was too stunned to speak. The tune the band was playing finished and they launched into a tango number.

“May I interest you in a dance, Mister Dillon?” Leximas said, extending her small hand toward Bradley.

“Yeah…I mean, most definitely, madam,” Bradley said, taking her hand and bowing slightly. He led her onto the dance floor and pulled her close to begin the tango. Surprisingly, she seemed to know every step, every move he was going to make. They moved as a unified whole, dominating the ballroom floor as they danced across it. Gradually, couples stopped to watch as Bradley and Leximas continued their graceful, yet passionate motions.

As the tango came to an end, the gathered crowd began to applaud, but Bradley didn’t hear them. He turned to his partner and bowed again.

“Thank you,” he said. “That meant more to me that you can guess.”

“I do not need to guess, Mister Dillon. I know.”



Karyna still felt resistance from Q. There was some part of his being that he would still not share with her: a great, powerful part. Karyna, exhausted yet exhilarated from their joining, pushed forward with her mind, pressing against the barriers to the core of Q.



He couldn’t believe it. He was really going to let her in. Into the essence of Q. He felt that Karyna’s remarkable soul would be strong enough for what was to come, but if she wasn’t… That was too horrible to contemplate. She was a part of him now. Q could not bear to lose her. Still, he must risk it in order to truly enjoy this union to the fullest. Slowly, carefully, he began to relax the barriers to the core Q-ness of the Q.





Chapter Four



Lieutenant Craig Porter yawned loudly as he stepped out of the turbolift into ops to start another glorious day of feeling sorry for himself. How could Nelson have brushed him off so callously? He’d saved her life a few months ago. Didn’t she at least owe him dinner?

“Exciting night, sir?” Lieutenant J.G. Peter Mazzone asked from the science console.

“Oh yeah. I went to my quarters, read for three hours, and fell asleep. It was a thrill a minute.”

“Sorry.”

“What the hell are you apologizing for? It’s not your fault that I have no social life.”

“Uh…”

“Don’t even try to say something comforting. What’s been going on up here?”

“Not a thing, sir.”

“Then, you’re relieved. Go have a nice day.”

“Yes, sir. I have a date…oh, sorry.”

“Let’s try and jab that knife in a little deeper next time, Mazzone.”

“Sorry, sir.”

“Bye, Mazzone.”

“Yes, sir.” Mazzone practically ran into the turbolift to get out of ops. Porter sat down at his console and checked the readouts. Everything seemed to be in order. He glanced over at the tactical console and saw Ensign Stanton, one of Russell’s deputy’s asleep and drooling.

“Red Alert!” Porter screamed suddenly. Stanton shot up and looked around like a frightened deer.

“Wha…who…”

“Calm down, Ensign,” Porter said. “I hope I didn’t interrupt your nap.”

“Sorry, sir.”

“Don’t apologize. If one more person apologizes to me today, I’m going to kill them.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Craig,” Commander Beck said smiling as she stepped out of her office.

“Commanding officers excepted, of course,” Porter said.

“Of course,” Beck replied. “What’s got you in such a lovely mood this fine morning, Craig?”

“What are you doing up here this early?” Porter asked dodging the question. “Shouldn’t you be asleep or something?”

“Yeah, but I was meeting Colonel Lazlo for breakfast,” Beck replied deciding not to push Porter. She’d corner him later about what was bugging him. After three years of friendship, she should be able to pull it out of him.

“Lazlo? What does he want?”

“More room for his marines. Fewer restrictions on his marines. Me to resign and give him control of the station. The usual stuff.”

“And you agreed to meet him to listen to this?”

“Hey, he was buying. Besides, he’s funny when he’s angry. His cheeks get all red and that mustache starts vibrating like an epileptic chipmunk.”

“I’ll have to find some reason to piss him off, just for the hell of it,” Porter said.

“Sorry to rush off, but breakfast awaits and I left something in my quarters,” Beck said. “See you in a while.”

“I take it I have ops,” Porter said as Beck stepped into the turbolift.

“Keep it in good health,” Beck said. “Oh, let me know as soon as Morales and Russell get back from Geranis.” Fortunately, the turbolift doors closed before Porter could tell her about Russell’s current location. He didn’t want to rat on his friend, but this concealing information from a senior officer was messy stuff.



Colonel Martin Lazlo checked his wrist chronometer as he sat down at a table in the Andorian restaurant in Starfleet Square Mall. Commander Beck was due to meet with him in four minutes. She would be late, of course. Starfleet had no respect for punctuality. The time he spent waiting would be helpful, though. He had a battle strategy to work out against a formidable adversary: Commander Beck.



The gentle hum of the engines woke Bradley Dillon up. He opened his eyes a little and was blinded by the sunlight pouring in through his stateroom window. Suddenly, his head informed him that last night’s drinking had not gone unnoticed. That was the last time he’d program the holodeck to produce real alcohol.

Groaning, Bradley rolled to the edge of the bed and searched for the floor. The rocking of the Titanic on the ocean was all but imperceptible to the normal person, but Bradley’s hangover- sharpened senses felt every movement.

He found the floor. This was an accomplishment. Slowly, he crawled toward the bathroom to find a nice cool spot to curl up and die.

Bradley crawled into the middle of a bizarre shadow covering part of his floor. It seemed awfully out of place. Curiosity getting the better of him, he looked up to see what was causing it and immediately wished he hadn’t.

Leximas was floating serenely above him wearing absolutely nothing.

“Oh my God,” Bradley whispered.

Leximas opened her eyes from her meditation and glanced down at him. A faint smile crossed her lips.

“I take it you are paying the price for your overindulgence last evening,” the guru said.

“Uh huh,” Bradley said nodding. Moving his head like that almost made him throw up. “Leximas, about last night. I had no idea we were…that we…”

“That we what?”

“Slept together.”

“You needed someone to stay with you, Mister Dillon. After our dances, the alcohol hit you rather hard. I seemed appropriate for me to sleep in here to monitor you.”

“But the sex…”

“What sex?”

“We had…didn’t we? I mean, you’re naked!”

“I found the evening gown to be too confining for meditation, so I removed it. Does my nakedness make you uncomfortable?”

“Uh…no. I just thought that we…”

“Engaged in intercourse. No. My apologies to your ego, but we did nothing of the kind.”

“It was a great evening anyway,” Bradley said. “Very wonderful. I would have hated for some stupid drunken escapade to screw it up.”

“Then you are happy we did not have sex?”

“Yes. Very. It would have spoiled the fantasy.”

“Once again, you have surprised me, Mister Dillon. You are not the man I thought you to be,” Leximas said, floating down to the floor beside him.

“I hope that’s a good thing.”

“Most definitely. I was wrong about you, and since I am somewhat to blame for your current condition, I will assist you.”

“How will you…” Bradley was unable to finish the question. Leximas placed her hands on the sides of his head and closed her eyes. Bradley’s mind seemed to explode with energy, but rather than pain, he just felt exhilaration. He gasped deeply, overwhelmed by the energy running through him.

“There. That should help you.”

Bradley took stock of himself. Everything was still there, and, best of all, his hangover was completely gone. He looked at Leximas in amazement.

“Wow! That was incredible!”

“That was basic. I do not believe you could handle incredible,” Leximas said with an enigmatic smile.

Suddenly, a cold blast of dread washed over her. She stood up quickly and let her mind-guide speak to her. Something was happening, the effects of which would reach her soon. Should she leave the holodeck? Her mind-guide did not feel it would be wise. This was where she should stay. Bradley Dillon’s assistance may be required.

“Are you okay?” Bradley asked.

“Yes,” Leximas replied. She would inform Bradley of her premonition if it became necessary. Until then, she would let him enjoy his vacation and try to enjoy it as well.



Beck strolled out of her quarters with her bag of Fodri equipment. Stephanie Hodges may have been able to kick her ass in racquetball, but Beck was pretty sure Hodges had never even heard of Fodri. Beck had picked up the sport from her roommate at the Academy, an Andorian who also gave Beck her love of Andorian cuisine. Steph wouldn’t know what hit her.

She walked into the turbolift and gave it her destination. Lazlo would probably be all worked up about her being late to breakfast, but who cared. He could wait a little bit. It’d be good for him.

The turbolift stopped at the next deck and opened up. Beck was so preoccupied with her Fodri strategy, she almost didn’t notice the officer waiting for the lift.

“I’ll get the next car,” Lieutenant Russell said, and retreated down the hall.

“Get back here!” Beck shouted, wedging her equipment bag in the closing turbolift doors. Russell sheepishly returned to the turbolift. Beck grabbed him by the collar and yanked him inside, kicking her bag in at the same time.

“Computer, hold lift,” Beck ordered. Russell was trapped in the small turbolift alone with his very angry commanding officer.

“Good morning, Commander,” Russell said, forcing a smile. “How are you doing today?”

“I’m confused, Sean. I just can’t figure out how my security chief could be two places at once. I mean, you’re on your way back from Geranis Two right now.”

“Absolutely. I must just be a hallucination.”

“Let’s find out,” Beck said. She smacked Russell upside the head. “Nope. You seem real to me.”

“I can explain…” Keeping that date with Ensign Krause suddenly did not seem to be worth it.

“No, you can’t. Why bother trying? Resume lift.” The turbolift started its ascent toward the upper saucer.

“Commander, I…”

“Shut the hell up, Russell,” Beck snapped. “I just cannot believe that you would flat out disobey a direct order like this.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Right.” The lift slowed to a stop at Starfleet Square Mall and Beck stepped out into the corridor. “You’ve got twelve hours.”

“Twelve hours? For what?” Russell asked.

“Until I want you off this station,” Beck said. “You’re finished here, Russell. Starfleet can find somewhere else to let you screw up.”

The turbolift doors closed leaving Russell alone in stunned silence.



Colonel Lazlo spotted Beck as soon as she entered the restaurant. This may be more of a fight than he’d Waystationly thought. Beck looked incredibly pissed off. She stormed up to the table, but didn’t sit down.

“You want a marine for security chief?” Beck demanded. Uh oh, she’d somehow heard what he was going to ask for. Damn that Hodges.

“Uh…”

“Fine. You’re hired. Be in ops in two hours,” Beck snapped. She left as quickly as she had come.

Lazlo looked down at his cup of coffee and stirred it thoughtfully. He just won the battle, but it felt like he’d done it on her terms. Not exactly the victory he’d been hoping for, but he’d take it.



Karyna was gone, overwhelmed by the immense power running through, past, beyond, around, over, ahead, behind, over the river and through the woods…oops. Sorry about that. Anyway, she was feeling the rush to end all rushes. The energy of the cosmos was a part of her now; it was her. She was energy. Q was with her, connected so closely as to almost be a part of her.

“What do you think?” he asked.

“Incredible,” Karyna managed to gasp. “Now, it’s my turn.” She reached out with the last part of herself she’d been holding back from Q.

Their essences intertwined one more time…

And both were changed.





Chapter Five



“Never again,” Yeoman Jones muttered as she walked into the runabout cockpit rubbing her temples.

“Rough night?” Lieutenant Commander Morales asked from the pilot’s chair.

“The night was fine,” Jones said, taking a seat beside Morales. “This morning has been hell.”

“Hangovers will do that do you,” Morales said.

“I’ve never had real alcohol before. I always stuck to synthehol.”

“Obviously.”

“But I had to drink something. I had to get away from their incessant yammering. I have never been to a more boring place since my family’s colony.”

“So, instead you went to alcho-ville, and now you’re paying for it.”

“It’s worth every ache. I had fun last night,” Jones said.

“I kind of got that impression. I had no idea you liked Klingon Opera.”

“Klingon opera?”

“You grabbed the colony administrator and serenaded him with the aria from act three of Kahless’ Glory. Not a bad rendition either, although accompanying yourself with a pot and spoon was a bit…experimental.”

“Please tell me you’re joking.”

“Don’t you wish.”

“Oh god.”

“Hey, the administrator seemed to enjoy it. His wife on the other…”

The runabout cabin suddenly blazed blindingly from a flash of searing light.

“My eyes!” Jones screamed, falling out of her chair to shield herself.

“What the hell?”

“Make it stop! Oh, the pain! The pain!” Gradually, the light began to fade, dimming the runabout.

“Are you alright?”

“Too bright. Head pounding. I’m hurting.”

“That’s just the damn hangover,” Morales snapped. “You scared me to death.” He turned back to the sensors. “We’re fried,” he said finally. “Everything’s been overloaded.”

“What was it?”

“Did you miss the part about everything’s been overloaded?”

“Sorry,” Jones said, pulling herself back into her chair. Morales headed to the back of the cockpit and checked the engineering panel.

“We’re adrift.”

“Life support?”

“Gone with everything else.”

“The one day I actually feel like dying, and the universe decides to take me up on my offer.”

“Oh no, you’re not getting off that easy,” Morales said.

“You’ve got an idea?”

“Jones, I know these ships inside and out. Shuttles and runabouts have been my life since I got out of the academy.

I can fix this ship as long as there’s enough undamaged transfer units, conduits, and cable strands. Get up, grab an engineering kit, and tear this ship apart until you’ve found those strands!”



“Goodbye, Q. It’s been fun,” Karyna said once she had recovered from the blast caused by their final joining.

“Fun! You can’t leave. I’ve given you everything. You’re a part of me now.”

“Come on, Q. Surely, you see that is not true. We shared a remarkable experience, but now I must move on.” With her new-found abilities given her by Q, Karyna was able to reach out across the universe looking for the cause of her exile.

Surprisingly, Leximas was not on the homeworld. She was much closer, on a space station. Interesting. Karyna would have to ask Leximas why just before she exiled Leximas from existence.

“But, Karyna, I…enjoy you.”

“And I have no further use for you. You really are too powerful to want petty little attachments to other beings. Think of the fun you could have roaming the galaxy.”

“I don’t want to.”

“But I do. I just have a little business to attend to first.” At that, she was gone. Q looked around at the emptiness surrounding him and wept. The universe, which had seemed so lonely before Karyna came, was now all but intolerable.



Lieutenant Russell gave his uniform a tug to straighten it as the turbolift slowed to a halt at ops. He’d given Commander Beck a couple of hours to calm down and think things through. Surely, she’d come to her senses by now. He stepped out into ops and looked around for Beck. Lieutenant Porter was working at his science console, but the commander was nowhere in sight.

“What are you doing up here?” Porter said softly. “If she sees you, you’re dead.”

“Where is she?”

“In her office,” Porter replied. Porter’s panel started beeping and flashing wildly. “Oh hell.”

“What is it?” Russell asked, racing over to tactical.

“Long range sensors just detected a massive, and I’m not using that word lightly, energy surge,” Porter said.

“I’m not seeing any ships nearby. Could that be natural?”

“If it is, I don’t know what could have caused it. There’s nothing out there but a tiny nebula.”

“And you don’t use the word tiny lightly.”

“Stop horning in on my area. Sarcasm is my department.”

“Sorry.”

“Porter to Beck.”

“I’m in a meeting, Lieutenant. This had better be important.”

“That depends. Do you consider a really big blast of energy important?” Porter said.

“I’m not in the mood, Craig,” Beck said.

“And something’s heading right at us.”

Commander Beck walked out of her office a moment later followed by Colonel Lazlo. Her eyes locked on Russell.

“You’re not authorized to be up here, Lieutenant,” Beck said coldly.

“Ma’am?” Russell said confused. She wasn’t still upset was she?

“Get out.”

“But I’m the security chief.”

“Not anymore,” Lazlo said, stepping forward. “A marine now holds that spot, as it should be.”

“Don’t push it, Lazlo,” Beck said.

“Him? Are you serious?” Russell asked, a smile spreading across his face. “I get it. This is a joke to get back at me. Ha ha. You got me. I’m sorry I didn’t go with Commander Morales. You win.”

“May I?” Lazlo asked, gesturing toward Russell.

“Well, normally I’d say no,” Beck replied. “But since you actually asked permission this time, go ahead.”

“Thank you.” Lazlo grabbed Russell and threw him bodily toward the turbolift. “That’s as gentle as I get, Mister,” Lazlo said.

“Save it for your dates,” Russell snapped, picking himself up. “Oh wait, you never get any.”

“Russell, leave,” Beck said. “And you’re down to ten hours. I suggest you make those travel plans.”

In shock and disbelief, Russell stepped into the turbolift and left ops. Beck walked over to Porter’s console as Lazlo checked tactical.

“What was that about something coming toward us?” Beck asked.

“Don’t you think you’re being a little hard on him?” Porter said. “He screwed up. We all do it.”

“True, but he makes screwing up a way of life. And I really don’t take well to having my orders downright ignored.”

“But Sean…”

“…needs to wake up and figure out he’s a Starfleet officer,” Beck said. “I know he’s your friend. He’s mine too, but we aren’t helping him any by coddling him every time he screws up. Odds are we aren’t going to be serving together forever. Sooner or later, he’s bound to come across somebody who won’t put up with him. Maybe I can teach him that lesson before it’s too late.”

“Tough job.”

“That’s why I get the extra pips.”

“Excuse me, but isn’t the current threat a bit more important than Sean Russell’s life lessons?” Lazlo said testily. “This caring about each other crap is just how you Starfleet types end up so soft and lazy.”

“I’m going to ignore that comment, Colonel…for now,” Beck said. “Just remember that you can also be replaced. Go ahead, Craig.”

Porter outlined the energy surge he detected and the approaching object.

“How long until whatever it is gets here?” Beck asked.

“About ten minutes,” Porter replied.

“Ten minutes! And how much time did you just waste over Russell?” Lazlo said.

“Shut up!” Beck said.

“We have to launch a runabout right now and intercept this thing.”

“We’ve already got one out there. Contact Morales.” Lazlo worked at his console for a few moments.

“No response,” he said.

“What? Could interference from that thing…”

“Negative,” Porter said. “I had them on long range before the surge, but they’re gone now.”

“Damn.”

“Let me take a runabout. I can take care of this threat myself,” Lazlo said.

“Commander, I think whatever is coming is intelligent,” Porter said. “It homed in on us and has been altering its trajectory to keep on a direct heading toward Waystation.”

“Then, it’s responsible for Morales and Jones’s deaths,” Lazlo said.

“No one’s saying they’re dead,” Beck said. “Get the shields up and arm all weapons.”

“Finally.”

“Don’t get that trigger finger ready just yet, Lazlo. We’re going to try to communicate first.”

“Typical Starfleet wimpiness.”

Beck glared at him.

“If you want to see how much of a wimp I am, we’ll settle it on the rec deck…later. For right now, start sending out hails. All known frequencies and languages.”

“You haven’t quite figured out this sucking up to the boss stuff yet, have you Lazlo?” Porter said smiling.

“Oh, shut up.”

“You’re right, Commander. It does look like an epileptic chipmunk.”

Beck laughed.

“What?” Lazlo shouted.

“There it goes again,” Porter said. Lazlo realized what they were laughing at and put his hand over his mustache.

“I hate you both,” he mumbled.

“Feeling’s mutual,” Beck replied.





Chapter Six



The gathered pile of parts looked more like a feeble attempt at abstract art than the raw materials needed to get the runabout operational. Commander Morales surveyed the scavenged pieces silently as he paced back and forth around the runabout’s rear compartment.

“How’d I do?” Jones asked, exhausted. Between ripping panels apart and her hangover, she’d had it. It was only sheer force of will and the threat of a painful suffocating death that kept her awake.

“Fine,” Morales said distractedly.

“Okay.” Silence. “So now what?”

“Obviously, life support is our first priority. After that, communications, propulsion, and sensors.”

“Sounds good. What’s the hold up?”

“Nothing. I was just talking myself out of starting with the replicators. I haven’t eaten yet.”

“Try some rations.”

“Ooh. Yum.”



“Something is coming,” Leximas said suddenly, breaking the silence. She and Bradley had been lounging in deck chairs watching the Atlantic Ocean sail by.

“Not for a while yet,” Bradley said automatically. “It’s only April 12th.”

“I do not see what the date in this holodeck program is has to do with the fact that something is coming.”

“I thought you were talking about…never mind. Best to keep it a surprise. What’s coming?”

“I do not know. Otherwise, I would have called it by name rather than referring to it as a something.”

“You know, you can be real obnoxious sometimes.”

“A recent trait I acquired from observing you,” Leximas said. “Now then, whatever is approaching Waystation is quite powerful. I have not sensed energies like this before.”

“Are we in danger?”

“I do not know. However, I feel we should remain here. This ship is appears to be extremely safe.”

“Unsinkable,” Bradley said, a trace of a smile crossing his face. Boy was Leximas going to be surprised when April 14th rolled around. This trip would probably be the most exciting vacation she’d ever had.



Porter watched the approaching energy burst with increasing alarm. Whatever it was had thus far resisted all of his attempts at identifying it. Scans were useless, and it wasn’t showing any signs of slowing down.

“It’s still at warp three,” Porter said. “ETA thirty seconds.”

“Arming quantum torpedoes,” Lazlo said.

“Belay that,” Beck said. “No shooting until I say so. Put it on screen, Porter.” The starfield on the viewscreen shifted slightly to show the pulse streaking toward them like a flaming meteor.

“Fifteen. Fourteen. Thirteen.”

“I don’t need the countdown. Go to red alert. Lazlo, lock phasers and prepare to fire.”

“Already locked,” Lazlo said.

“Somehow I knew they would be.”

“Commander!” Porter exclaimed. On the viewscreen, the energy ball slowed to almost a stop. The glow around it gradually dissipated.

“Magnify,” Beck ordered, unable to make out what she was looking at. The view shifted again. “What the hell?

“Holy sh**,” Lazlo said softly.

“It’s a woman,” Porter said, stating the obvious.

On the viewscreen, a robed woman with short black hair and silver eyes walked through space toward them, seemingly oblivious to the fact that she was strolling through a cold vacuum.

“Is that Leximas?” Lazlo said.

“I don’t think so,” Porter said. “Same race, but my readings on this one are right off the scale. Should I open an airlock?”

“That won’t be necessary,” the woman said, stepping right out of the viewscreen into ops.

“Now that’s an entrance,” Porter said.

“I’m Commander Lisa Beck of the United Federation of Planets. Welcome to Waystation.”

“How nice. Not exactly the type of place I’d expect her to be, but that’s not important.”

“Can I help you?” Beck asked as the visitor looked around.

“Karyna,” the woman said simply. She finished her survey of ops and turned toward Beck. “So, you’re the one in charge around here.”

“Yes. These are some of my officers. Lieutenant Craig Porter and Colonel Martin Lazlo.”

“I’m not one of your officers,” Lazlo said.

“Not now,” Beck snapped. Karyna walked in a circle around Beck, looking the commander up and down.

“So many possibilities,” Karyna said. “Yet you choose not to indulge yourself.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Beck said.

“I think you do. But that’s not my concern right now.”

“Beck, don’t you think we should do something?” Lazlo said, reaching for his sidearm.

“What would you suggest?” Karyna asked.

“Our guest has shown no signs of being hostile,” Beck said.

“Quite right,” Karyna replied smiling. “Hostile would be more like this.” She raised her hand toward Lazlo, then swatted the air. Lazlo suddenly flew backwards into the bulkhead.

“Stop,” Beck shouted.

“Why?” Karyna said, turning toward Beck. “It was fun.” A phaser blast slammed against the side of her head from Lazlo’s weapon. Karyna didn’t even flinch. “Is that supposed to hurt?”

“Oh boy,” Porter said softly.

“Lazlo, cease fire,” Beck ordered. “What do you want here?”

“Nothing that concerns you at the moment,” Karyna said. She reached out and ran a hand along Beck’s cheek. Beck tried to pull away but found her body held motionless by some unseen force. “But I’ll be back to teach you soon. So many possibilities.”

Karyna then sank through the floor of ops like a ghost leaving Beck, Porter, and Lazlo in a stunned silence. Beck was the first to snap out of it.

“Ops to security. Intruder alert.”

“What the hell are they going to be able to do?” Porter asked.

“Lazlo to O’Neal,” the colonel said, picking himself up.

“O’Neal here,” the Lieutenant Colonel Dan O’Neal, Lazlo’s second-in-command replied.

“There is a dangerous entity loose on the station. She’s the same race as Leximas. Destroy her at all costs.”

“Lazlo!” Beck shouted. “O’Neal, do not follow that order. Is that understood?”

“Colonel?” O’Neal asked confused.

“Do it. Lazlo out.”

“You just disobeyed a direct order, mister,” Beck said angrily.

“I never have and never will take orders from Starfleet,” Lazlo said, moving toward the turbolift. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go exterminate an alien menace that should have been blasted out of space before it even got here.”

Lazlo stepped into the turbolift as he boosted the power setting on his phaser. Beck let him go without another word.

What was the point? If Karyna was half as powerful as she appeared, Lazlo wasn’t going to get very far anyway.

“Where’s Karyna headed?” Beck asked Porter.

“I’m not sure. She’s blinding the sensors. I don’t think she wants to be tracked.”

“Did you get any useful readings?”

“I don’t know that they’re useful, but they’re pretty damn disturbing,” Porter said. Beck moved over to his console to look over his findings.

“These are the readings I just took from Karyna before she started messing with the sensors,” Porter explained pointing at the incomprehensible series of lines and numbers on the monitor.

“Our records couldn’t find anything to match it.”

“There’s a surprise,” Beck said.

“So, I compared her readings to Leximas’, since they seem to be the same species. I found enough similarities to be certain that Karyna was one of Leximas’ people.”

“Was?”

“She’s now that and something else. Here’s what’s left when I screen out the readings consistent with Leximas’ species.” The image changed to show a different pattern of energy levels.

“Craig, I don’t know what any of this means.”

“Neither did I, but the computer found a match.” Porter brought up another screen of readings. Beck read the name of the species at the top of the screen and involuntarily shuddered.

“Q.”



“What a glorious day!” Bradley exclaimed, taking a deep breath as he and Leximas strolled along the Starboard boat deck.

“I had no idea cold Atlantic air could be so invigorating.”

“Or computer-simulated cold Atlantic air as the case may be,” Leximas said.

“You’re having real problems with letting yourself be sucked into the illusion, aren’t you?”

“The illusion is not important. I am enjoying myself in your company. This setting merely allows me some insight into your psyche. As I have said before, you surprise me.”

“How is this surprising?”

“Someone with your apparent drive for material things does not seem to be the type to enjoy several days of relaxation.”

“But what is the point of gaining wealth if you can’t enjoy it?” Bradley replied. “The whole point of the Titanic was wealth and opulence. This was the pinnacle of luxury.”

“Until the end,” a voice said from behind them. Leximas’ entire body tingled with energy as she and Bradley turned to face the newcomer. “Hi, Lexi.”

“Karyna,” Leximas said. “I did not expect to see you again.”

“I show up out of nowhere, and all you can say is ‘I did not expect to see you again.’ I’m disappointed. Not surprised, but disappointed. I’d hoped that you’d changed a little.”

“Who the hell is this?” Bradley asked.

“A former pupil.”

“A free spirit like yourself, Mister Dillon,” Karyna said, wrapping an arm around him.

“How’d you know my name?”

“How do you know your own?”

“What?”

“Exactly. This is quite an interesting room. It creates whatever you imagine?”

“Whatever I program it to create,” Bradley said.

“How fun. Limited, but fun. It’s all fake, though.”

“Of course.”

“Pity.”

“What do you want here, Karyna?” Leximas said. It was one of the few times Bradley had heard anything even resembling anger in her voice.

“I’m sorry to keep you in suspense,” Karyna said. “How rude of me. Well, if you must know, I’m here to kill you.”

“Kill me?”

“Oh, don’t look so shocked. You’re the one who sent me away from my home. Granted, if you hadn’t, I couldn’t have acquired my new abilities, but it’s the principle of the thing, you see.”

“I…I can’t let you do this,” Bradley said, his voice wavering.

“I’m not,” Karyna said, pulling Bradley close conspiratorially.

“You already did it.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you. Look around. It’s a floating deathtrap.”

“Not in the holodeck.”

“Then, I guess we’ll just have to get rid of the holodeck.” Karyna waved her hand. Suddenly, day turned into night on the Titanic. Bradley shivered as a freezing wind blew through his clothes and against his skin.

“What have you done?” Leximas demanded.

“Fulfilled Bradley-boy’s life-long ambition.” She turned back to Bradley. “And I want to thank you for providing such a fitting way to end Leximas’ life. Far far away from her home. Brilliant.”

She kissed Bradley passionately, then pushed him away. “Ta ta.”

With another wave of her hand, Karyna was gone.

“Computer, end program,” Bradley said. No response.

“I do not believe that we are aboard Waystation any longer, but we do appear to still be on the Titanic,” Leximas said.

“Oh no no no no no,” Bradley stammered, wrapping his arms around himself to block out the cold. “She couldn’t.” He looked around again. “Oh sh**, she did. We’re really in 1912!”

“We must endeavor to get help.”

“Too late,” Bradley said. “Oh God.” He ran over to a passenger standing near the railing. “What day is it?”

“Are you daft, man?” the passenger said.

“The date. Please.”

“April 14th.”

“And the time? Please, it’s important.”

“Oh, very well.” The man pulled out his pocket watch. “It’s just about 11:40.”

“Is there a problem?” Leximas asked when Bradley walked back over to her. He looked like he’d just seen the Borg. Fear filled his eyes.

“Oh yes,” Bradley said. Leximas looked past him, her eyes locking on a large object they appeared to be heading straight toward.

“What is that?” She pointed past him. Bradley turned around to look, already knowing what he would see.

“That’s an iceberg.”





Chapter Seven



Yeoman Jones tried not to think about the fact that she was now one bad step away from floating off into the vacuum of space. Her spacesuit seemed way too thin to really provide adequate protection from the frozen void surrounding her. A fervent prayer of “Please let him order me back inside” chanted inside her head.

“Magnetic spooler,” Morales said, his voice barking out of the speaker in her helmet. Jones reached into the engineering toolkit she was holding and handed Morales the requested item.

“How long?” she asked.

“Not too much more,” he replied, concentrating on his repairs. The damage to the communications array had forced them to don spacesuits and exit the ship to perform direct repairs to the runabout.

“Hi,” a dejected voice said. It wasn’t coming over their helmet speakers. Morales looked up at Jones.

“I take it that wasn’t you,” Morales said.

“No,” Jones said. They turned around to look behind them. A man in dressed in a black jumpsuit was sitting on the sensor array near the rear of the ship. He was blond, thin, and looked slightly stuck up. If he’d been human, which considering he was sitting nonchalantly exposed to the vacuum of space Jones decided he wasn’t, she’d have guessed he was from England.

“Who are you?” Morales asked, hoping that this being which could obviously survive the vacuum of space could pick up his transmission.

“Sorry about your ship,” the man said, ignoring Morales’s question. “I guess it was kind of a good thing for me though. I’ve been feeling lonely. But I’m being rude. I should invite you in.” With a snap of his fingers, all three of them were gone.



“Holy hell,” Porter said, watching his panel flash.

“What happened?” Beck asked.

“Bradley and Leximas just vanished right out of Holodeck Two.”

“Vanished? How?”

“Take a guess,” Porter said.

“Karyna!” Beck said into the air. “Bring them back!”

“No,” Karyna said, flashing into existence in front of Beck. “That was a personal matter between me and Leximas. You have no need to interfere.”

“And what did Bradley Dillon have to do with it?”

“Him? Oh, he was just a whim. Trust me, Commander, he’s thanking me right now. Oh, one little detail I forgot. I may come back to play later.” Karyna disappeared again.



Bradley grabbed Leximas and held on to the door handle of one of the deck cabins with all his might. The iceberg loomed closer, ready to play its historically determined role. With a sudden jolt, the ship collided with the chuck of floating ice. A horrendous metallic grinding sounded throughout the vessel as the iceberg scraped along 500 feet of the Titanic’s starboard side, buckling the hull and allowing water to gush inside the bowels of the ship.

“What has happened?” Leximas asked as she extricated herself from Bradley’s grip.

“We just hit an iceberg. In less than three hours, this ship will be on the bottom of the ocean.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course, I’m sure. The Titanic is the most famous shipwreck in all of human history. I’m an expert.”

“You knew this was going to happen?” Leximas said, realizing for the first time that Bradley’s innocent relaxation program was anything but innocent or relaxing.

“Yes. I thought it’d be fun.”

“You think that dying on a sinking ship in frigid water is fun?”

“We were supposed to escape on a lifeboat. It would have been exciting. Now, we’ve really got to get out of here.” Bradley led Leximas toward one of the lifeboats. Suddenly, Karyna appeared in front of them.

“Hello,” she said warmly. “How are things going?”

“Thank god,” Bradley said. “Okay, you’ve scared us. Let’s go home now.”

“I think you missed what’s going on here, Mister Dillon,” Karyna said. She turned to Leximas. “He’s so cute and naive. Wherever did you find him? Well, now’s not really the time. You’re on a sinking ship.”

Karyna snapped her fingers again. The three of them vanished and reappeared in a narrow, white hallway lined with metal doors.

“I think you should start here,” she said. “Oh, and I’ve put a Grecin on board just to make things more interesting. Let the games begin.” Karyna vanished again.

“Where are we?” Leximas asked. Bradley looked around, then noticed that Leximas was now wearing a battered brown dress rather than her fashionable deck attire. Checking his own clothes, he saw that he was in a worn brown suit.

“Third class,” Bradley said glumly. “Our odds of survival just took a major downturn.”



The sound of shouts and footsteps rushing by the infirmary drew Dr. Nelson out of her latest series of scans on Midon. With the station on red alert status, she decided that she’d better see what the hell was going on.

Out in the corridor of the mall, Federation Marines were running back and forth, barking reports at each other, and generally being a nuisance. She spotted Lieutenant Russell walking toward the security office. He was carrying a duffle bag and seemed unconcerned about the marines’ activities.

“Hey, Russell,” she said, running over to catch up with him. “Shouldn’t you be arresting those psychos?”

“Not my problem,” Russell said, continuing on to his office. “Talk to our new head of security, Colonel Lazlo.”

“Lazlo! What the hell happened?”

“I’m being shipped out for disobeying orders and general incompetence.”

“Well, I can’t argue with the incompetance, but I’d rather have you than Lazlo any day. Let me talk to Commander Beck. Maybe she’ll listen to reason.”

“I think she’s got her hands full right now,” Russell said. “We’ve got some super-powered alien thing on board. That’s why the marines are out in force.”

“Over there!” one of the marines shouted suddenly. Phaser fire ripped past Dr. Nelson, narrowly missing her.

“You damn fools!” Nelson screamed. “I’m Nelson.”

“I believe they were shooting at me,” Karyna said from behind her. “Find your own playmates.” Karyna vanished, then reappeared in the center of the food court standing on one of the tables.

“Over here, boys and girls,” she taunted, pulling up her grey robes to expose a bit of bare leg. “You can have me…if you can catch me.” Four marines tried to tackle her as the others opened fire. Karyna vanished just as the charging marines got to her position. They were met instead by the phaser blasts from the other marines and zapped into unconsciousness.

Karyna reappeared between Russell and Nelson and wrapped her arms around them like an old friend.

“Look at the morons,” Karyna said. “I’ve got them so worked up, they don’t know whether to shoot or drool. Hold this, will you?” She slipped out of her robes, leaving them in Nelson’s grip. Underneath, was a skimpy, Vegas showgirl-style outfit. “Music!”

Out of nowhere, Starfleet Square Mall filled with the sounds of an orchestra. Karyna wrapped Russell’s arms around her neck, and the two of them lifted up off the deck and into the performance of a mid-air dance. Karyna led the dance, dipping Russell occasionally and twirling him around wildly.

“Hold it!” she said suddenly, stopping in mid-turn. She looked down at the agape marines watching her show. “You all must feel so left out. I’ll take care of that.” She snapped her fingers causing ten more Karynas decked out in the same showgirl outfits to appear. Each of them grabbed a marine and lifted up into the air.

“Hey! What about me?” Nelson demanded, tossing Karyna’s robes to the floor.

“No dancing for the coat check girl. Especially not after that kind of service,” Karyna said. “Come on, everyone else!” And all the Karynas began to sing.



“I could have danced all night.

I could have danced all night.

And still have begged for more.

I could have spread my wings.

And done a thousand things.

I’ve never done before.”



“You know showtunes?” Russell asked in shock.

“I know everything, Sean,” Karyna said. “I know about you and Lisa Beck and what she’s done to you and what you’ve done to her. But don’t you worry my good man, I’m going to make everything all better.” She kissed him.

“Things are improving already,” Russell said, a smile spreading across his face. Who needed Beck and Starfleet? He had a god-like being interested in him.

“Let’s get out of here,” Karyna whispered seductively in his ear.

“Good idea. My place or yours.”

“It’s a surprise.” Karyna snapped her fingers, and she and Russell disappeared.

The music came to a sudden halt as all of the Karynas winked out of existence. Without their dance partners, the floating marines quickly became the screaming and falling marines, landing on the deck with several painful thuds.

“Medic,” one of the cried weakly.

“Not a chance,” Dr. Nelson said storming towards a turbolift. “Next time, maybe someone will dance with me!”



“Hey, this isn’t my place!” Russell said looking at his new surroundings. Karyna had brought him to ops, the last place he really wanted to be right now.

“And thank god for small favors,” Lieutenant Porter said from the science station.

Commander Beck advanced angrily on Karyna. She wasn’t quite sure how to threaten a being of immense power, but she was certainly going to try.

“I’ve had enough of you running around this station with absolutely no regard for me or Starfleet!” Beck said.

“I’m sorry, Commander,” Russell said. “She…”

“I wasn’t talking to you, Russell!”

“Oh, that little tirade was directed at me,” Karyna said. She was back in her subdued grey robes as opposed to the showgirl outfit.

“You’re damn right it was! I want you to bring back Leximas and Bradley Dillon and then get off my station.”

“All fire and no fun,” Karyna said. “This is your lucky day. You, my dear Lisa, are in great need of my services. I’ve decided to take pity on you.”

“Pity? Does that involve you leaving?” Beck said.

“Yes, this station is a bit limited for my needs. Let’s adjourn to somewhere more my style.”

“I’m staying right here,” Beck said. She was proven wrong by a snap of Karyna’s fingers. She, Karyna, and Russell disappeared leaving Porter alone in ops.

“And that about wraps it up for the command crew,” Porter said humorlessly.





Chapter Eight



“Where are we?” Yeoman Jones asked looking around at the room she and Morales had found themselves in. It appeared to be a plush den, but everything was black: the walls, the furniture, the flames in the fireplace, even the painting on the wall of dogs playing fizzbin.

“And who’s his decorator?” Morales said pulling off the helmet of his spacesuit. He and Jones looked comically out of place wearing their space gear inside someone’s living room.

“Actually, I did it all myself,” the being who had brought them there said, walking over to the fireplace to stoke the flames. “Some artists have a blue period. I guess you could say this is my black period.”

“Who are you?” Jones asked.

“Q.”

“The Q?” Morales said nervously.

“I am of the Q Continuum. But my name is Q.”

“How’s Captain Picard?”

“I’m afraid you’ve mistaken me for another Q.”

“My mistake,” Morales said relieved. “Just checking.”

Q threw himself into one of the plush end chairs flanking the fireplace. A pipe appeared in his mouth, already lit and spewing black smoke. He watched Morales and Jones intently, as if waiting for something.

“Uh…can we go now?” Jones asked. Q laughed a humorless, foreboding laugh.

“Go? Oh no. You cannot go. She already went, and you see what it did to me. I require companionship, Tina Jones.”

“He knows who I am,” Jones whispered to Morales fearfully.

“He’s a Q. Of course, he knows,” Morales replied.

“Oh yeah.”

“Mr. Q,” Morales said, not sure if “Mister” was the appropriate form of address for an immortal being with god-like powers. “With all due respect to your recent loss of whoever she was, you cannot keep us here. Yeoman Jones and I have positions of responsibility in Starfleet.”

“Walter, has anyone ever told you how boring you are?” Q said. “You’ve got to do better. Fortunately, you’ll have lots of time to practice.”

“I don’t think you’ve been listening to me,” Morales said.

“Practice at what?” Jones asked. She wasn’t listening to Morales either.

“Entertaining me. I’m tried being alone. I was good at it, but then she came and ruined it all. I just can’t be alone anymore. I’m just glad you two happened by when you did. I was in no mood to go out searching for company.”

“What do we do, Commander?” Jones asked.

“Uhh…”

“Anyone up for some chess?” Q asked. With a wave of his hand, a chess set appeared. Both sets of pieces were black. “I go first.”



“Where are we?” Leximas asked as Bradley led her through another drab room lined with benches.

“One of the third class dining halls,” Bradley said. “We’ve got to find a way up to the boat deck.” He knew that just below them in the engine room, water was rushing in starting the Titanic toward its inevitable rendezvous with the bottom of the icy Atlantic.

They entered the kitchen area where Bradley hoped to find crew stairs to the upper levels. The kitchen was empty except for the faint sound of snoring. Searching for the source of the sound, Bradley found a cook asleep under one of the prep tables.

“Hey, wake up,” Bradley said, shaking the cook. “We’re sinking.”

“Yeah right,” the groggy cook said. “This is the Titanic. She’s…”

“About to become a pile of wreckage. Get up!”

“Leave off you…”

“I would strongly suggest that you heed my companion’s warnings,” Leximas said. “We are all in grave danger.” The cook looked up at Leximas as if in a trance.

“We’re really sinking?” he asked.

“Yes,” Leximas said simply.

“Blimey! Let’s go!” The cook leapt up and raced out the rear door of the kitchen. Bradley and Leximas ran after him, catching up to him just as he pulled a steel gate across the crew stairs, cutting them off from safety.

“What are you doing?” Bradley demanded.

“Sorry, bloke, but you’re third class. I can’t let you up here. I’d lose my post.” The cook ran up the stairs leaving Bradley and Leximas trapped below.

“So much for gratitude,” Bradley said angrily. “I’d give real latinum for a phaser right now.”

“We may need it,” Leximas said. “For the Grecin.”

“Grecin? That thing Karyna mentioned? What the heck is it?”

“A genetically-engineered assassin used by the natives of Poydras in our solar system. Grecin have no thoughts or cares other than hunting down and killing their assigned prey.”

“And that would be us,” Bradley said. “Perfect. On the bright side, it’ll be going down with us.”

“Perhaps, although Grecin implode rather messily upon completing their kills. They can only have one target encoded in their gene structure.”

“I’m not the person to be in this situation,” Bradley muttered. “This is a Starfleet kind of thing. I’m a seller, not a fighter.”

“In this case, some new vocational training is in order,” Leximas replied. “Although, our first concern should be escaping this vessel. Being killed by the Grecin is only a possibility; if we go down with this ship, death will be a certainty.”

“Excellent point.”



“Where are we?” Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal said weakly as he regained consciousness. A figure was looming over him, but his vision was too blurred to make it out.

“You’re on the floor, you idiot,” Colonel Lazlo said angrily. “Get up!”

O’Neal snapped to attention and looked around. He was still in Starfleet Square Mall with his squad, but how had they ended up unconscious. The memory floated back to him. Dancing, flying, falling, ouch. The intruder, Karyna, that’s what happened.

“Squad to your feet!” O’Neal ordered. With a lot of moaning and complaining, his marines formed a line.

“Disgraceful,” Lazlo said, marching up and down the line. “I send you out on one simple capture of a god-creature and what happens? I find you all asleep in the middle of the mall. You ought to be drummed out of the corps!”

“With all due respect, sir,” O’Neal said. “She overpowered us.”

“And made us dance,” Private Copeland added.

“Dance?” Lazlo said, his mustache starting to quiver as his anger grew. “Dance!”

“Yes, sir,” Copeland said meekly.

“Find her! Kill her! I want little bits of her ashes strewn across my desk by fourteen hundred hours! Is that understood?”

“YES, SIR!” the marines shouted in reply.

“Squad, move out,” O’Neal said. “Don’t worry, Colonel, we’ll take care of this.”

“Good. But if I find you’ve broken out into a Conga line, you’re all in big trouble.”

“No, sir. No Conga.” O’Neal ran off down the mall, phaser rifle at the ready. Lazlo shook his head and walked toward the turbolift near the infirmary.

“They’re actually pretty talented. I’m waiting for them to do ‘A Chorus Line,’” Dr. Nelson said, leaning against the entrance to the infirmary.

“Shut up, slug bitch,” Lazlo snapped.

“Sorry. I forgot. Marines don’t dance,” Nelson said, falling into step beside him.

“Where are you going?” Lazlo said.

“Ops. I want to know what’s going on around here. Isn’t that where you’re headed?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t ask for company.”

“Neither did I, but I’ve decided to put up with you anyway,” Nelson said.



“Where are we?” Lieutenant Russell asked. Beck tried to look over to him, but couldn’t. She couldn’t look at anything. Her body was gone. Somehow, she could sense Russell and Karyna, but they were no longer corporeal. The feeling was disconcerting to say the least. Her mind, used to being confined within and in control of a body, suddenly found itself without boundaries. Forced to deal with an environment it had no idea how to comprehend, Beck’s brain started filling in details; it was like sight, but her mind was creating all of it.

Greyness coalesced into a cloudy terrain. Russell was beside her, Karyna in front of her smiling with an annoying look of superiority. Even though her mind was creating it all, the effect was strangely real causing Beck to wonder just how much of what she thought she saw in her everyday life her eyes really responsible for.

“We’re nowhere,” Karyna replied. “At least it’s nowhere right now. Soon, it will become somewhere.”

“Do you understand any of this, Commander?” Russell asked.

“I believe so,” Beck said. “This place will become whatever our minds create.”

“Very good,” Karyna said, clapping. “I knew that deep down you were like me. You can comprehend the vastness of this opportunity.”

The clouds gradually dissipated, revealing a forest of thick tress. Sounds of moving water could be heard in the distance as birds sang all around them. The sun shone down with a warm caress making the day just about perfect. Idyllic.

“Your parents’ summer place off the coast of North Carolina,” Karyna said.

“Yes,” Beck replied. “It’s beautiful.”

“And you created it.”

Beck looked around and realized Russell was gone.

“What happened to Sean?”

“Oh, he’s fine. I just put him in storage until we’re ready for him. He should be suitably entertained. Now, show me around.”

“Don’t you know it all already?”

“But I don’t know it like you do.”

Beck walked off into the woods toward the house she could just make out through the trees, her parents’ house…her house now. Her life had changed a lot over the last thirty years, but this place always somehow managed to remain untouched. Its stability and beauty calmed her and made her wonder why she visited so infrequently.

All anger and resentment of Karyna and her intrusion in her life vanished as soon as Beck realized where she was and the gift Karyna had given her. Waystation would be fine for a while without her. This was where she needed to be right now.

“Come on,”Beck said. “Let me show you something.”



Sean Russell idly wondered where Karyna and Commander Beck had gone off to. It wasn’t of too great concern, though. The mansion he’d found himself in and the twenty gorgeous serving girls that came with the place were doing a marvelous job of keeping him company.

“More wine, grapes, sex?” one of the beautiful angels asked.

“Please,” Russell said. “And I’ll take a double helping of that last one.”

“Of course, sire,” another one of the ladies said, removing her top.

“Heaven. Pure heaven,” Russell said smiling.





Chapter Nine



Lieutenant Commander Morales watched Q make his next move. Not that it really mattered. Q had lost three pawns during the entire game, while Morales only had his king and a knight left. At one time in his life, like a couple of hours ago, Morales had considered himself to be pretty good at chess. Playing against an omnipotent being had pretty much squashed that belief.

“Checkmate,” Q said, sounding bored.

“Sorry I wasn’t much of a challenge,” Morales said irritated.

“I thought since your species invented the game that I’d be giving you a sporting chance. Obviously not.”

“Could we try something else?” Jones said from the recliner. She’d never played a game of chess in her life, and, if what she’d just witnessed was any indication, she didn’t really want to. She thought they were supposed to be entertaining Q, not putting him into a coma.

“What did you have in mind?” Q said.

“Let’s get out. Go somewhere with fresh air and food and rides and…”

Q waved his hand quickly. In a flash, the three of them were standing in the middle of a carnival with sprightly calliope music and happy shouts and laughter in the air.

“Someplace like this,” Q said.

“Exactly,” Jones said, grabbing Q’s arm and pulling him toward a roller coaster. “This is just what you need.”

“But I get sick on these things,” Morales protested. Jones looked back at him strangely.

“And you piloted shuttles for years?”

“Totally different thing,” Morales said, looking nervous as they approached the entrance to a coaster called The Gutwrencher.

“What about you?” Jones asked Q.

“I’m omnipotent. I do not fear this little ride.”

“Yeah, but are you going to puke on me?”

“Q do not puke.”

“We’ll see,” Jones said smiling.



After leaving the steerage dining room, Bradley Dillon’s first priority was to find a watch. He figured that they’d already lost twenty minutes fooling around with that damn cook, and Bradley wanted to be sure to keep a close eye on the time from then on. One way or another, he and Leximas had to be off of the Titanic before the ship went under at 2:20 a.m.

After busting into a couple of cabins and finding nothing, Bradley had pretty much given up hope that any of these poor passengers in third class owned a time piece.

“Perhaps we should forget this idea for now,” Leximas said. “Surely a watch will be available in on the upper decks.”

“You’re probably right,” Bradley said. “Let’s get mov…”

He stopped in mid-sentence and walked down the hall a bit.

“Someone’s coming,” he said. “A lot of someones.” Bradley pushed Leximas back into one of the cabins and closed the door, leaving himself a crack to look out of.

“Come on then, keep moving,” a white-clad steward shouted as he passed by the room. Close behind him was a whole group of shabbily-dressed men, women, and children looking confused and scared. Bringing up the rear was another steward. Bradley noticed a pocket watch chain sticking out of his pocket.

“I’ll be right back,” Bradley whispered, slipping silently out the door. He returned moments later with the watch.

“How did you acquire that?” Leximas asked.

“I swiped it,” Bradley said, putting the watch in his pocket. “Some people just don’t pay close enough attention to their belongings.”

“I had no idea you were so skilled at petty theft and pickpocketing.”

“It’s not something I advertise. They’re skills I save for special occasions,” Bradley replied. “Now, let’s go follow those stewards.”

“I do not think they are going to take us to the upper decks.”

“I’m not concerned about that,” Bradley said. “In the Titanic sinking, over 100 foreign steerage passengers were locked in a lounge and left there. The idea was to keep them out of the way until they could be rescued, but the stewards forgot about them.”

“So they all perished.”

“Yes. I’m going to let them out.”

“And what about the damage to the timeline this act could cause,” Leximas said. “The forces of time are not to be trifled with. Ramifications could stretch far beyond this one sinking.”

“Lexi, most of these people won’t survive no matter what I do. I just want to give them a fighting chance,” Bradley said leaving the cabin. He tracked the stewards to a third-class lounge near the front of the ship. Once they had moved on, Bradley unlocked the lounge and entered.

“We’re sinking! Get off the ship!” Bradley shouted to the huddled group. They stared at him blankly, not comprehending a word he said. Leximas calmly walked up beside him.

“I see that a universal translator would be rather useful to you,” she said.

“No kidding.” He tried arm gestures to show the ship sinking. They just didn’t understand.

“May I try?” Leximas asked.

“Sure,” Bradley said stepping back. “I can’t figure out how to make them leave.”

Leximas closed her eyes for a few moments then opened them.

“That should do it,” she said.

“Do what? Nothing happened.”

Bradley quickly realized he was wrong. All around the room, the passengers talked excitedly amongst themselves then started to rush out of the lounge.

“I believe they got the message.”

“What the devil?” an angry voice shouted from out of the room just as the door slammed shut. Bradley rushed over to the little window in the lounge door and saw a steward walking away. “I told him to lock this door.” he could hear the steward say.

Bradley tried the door handle. Not surprisingly, it was locked. He screamed and slumped down to the floor.

“On the bright side, the Grecin will probably not find us in here,” Leximas said.

“Not unless he can swim,” Bradley said, noticing water starting to trickle in on the far side of the room.



“Oh sh**!” Q screamed as The Gutwrencher plummeted towards the ground. He and Jones were sitting in the first car of the ride. She had her arms up in the air and was laughing at him, finding the omnipotent’s cursing hilarious.

“Let go!” she shouted.

“No way!” Q said. The track leveled off then sent the cars into a tight turn.

“Having fun yet?” Jones asked.

“Actually, maybe,” Q said. “Let’s go again.”

“Please no,” Morales said from the seat behind them.

“With all due respect, Commander, lighten up,” Jones said. Jones heard the sound of vomiting coming from Morales. “That’s one way to do it I guess.”



The opening of the turbolift doors just about scared the hell out of Lieutenant Porter. He’d gotten used to being alone in ops.

“What the hell is going on up here?” Colonel Lazlo shouted angrily as he and Dr. Nelson stormed out of the lift.. “Shouldn’t you be tracking that alien menace? Where’s Beck?”

“Nothing. It’s gone. And she’s gone,” Porter said. “That about brings you up to date.”

“Gone,” Nelson said.

“Karyna took her and Russell,” Porter replied. “I can’t get a fix on them anywhere. Of course, since Karyna’s part Q, she could have taken them anywhere.”

“Meanwhile, you’re running ops single-handed,” Lazlo said. “What if we’d been attacked? You need people up here.”

“I thought looking for the commander and Russell was just a bit more important,” Porter said.

“Not anymore. Your priority now is finding a way to defeat a Q,” Lazlo said.

“I believe Porter’s in charge here now,” Nelson said. “He’s the highest ranking command officer on board.”

“I’m a colonel.”

“You’re not Starfleet,” Nelson said. She turned to Porter. “Orders, sir.”

“Contact Starfleet and tell them what’s going on,” Porter said, grateful that Nelson was backing him up. “I’m going to get Mazzone and Stanton up here.”

“I don’t think you two get it,” Lazlo said aiming his phaser at them. “I’m in charge here.”

“Not now, Lazlo,” Nelson said heading toward the comm system. Lazlo fired, sending a precisely aimed blast into her arm. Nelson screamed and fell, clutching her stunned limb as Porter ran over to help her.

“That was the lowest setting, but I can and I will go higher,” Lazlo said. “As I said before, I am in charge here.”



Lisa Beck stood barefoot on the beach looking out at the Atlantic ocean. The sun was beginning to set behind her, casting long orange streaks of color along the water. She squished her toes into the wet sand, feeling it ooze between them. For the first time in a long time, she felt really relaxed and happy. Nothing could ever disturb her on this island.

“This place is very beautiful,” Karyna said from behind her.

“Always was. My parents brought my sister and I here every summer. Dad would spend his days out on his boat fishing. Mom and Kathy usually suntanned or worked in the house.”

“What about you?”

“I built a lot of sand castles in the early years. Or I’d play in the woods, climbing trees and stuff,” Beck said, starting to walk along the sand. “Once I got older, I studied.”

“For Starfleet Academy.”

“Right,” Beck said. “It’s all I wanted.”

“Or all your parents wanted for you,” Karyna said. “You probably would have much rather been out building sand castles.”

“Starfleet was my idea. I’d watch holos of Kirk and Pike and just dream of going out there someday.”

“Was it worth it? Spending your youth in books, watching your sister have fun while you thought of astronavigation and antimatter intermix ratios.”

“I got what I wanted,” Beck said.

“No, you got command of a station in the middle of nowhere. You aren’t exploring, and you probably won’t be advancing up the ranks any. You’re alone and going nowhere.”

Beck didn’t want to think that Karyna was right, but deep down, she knew that there was a lot of truth to what she was saying.

“What do I do?” Beck asked. “How do I change it?”

“Let go of your life and come join mine,” Karyna said. “I can sense that wanderlust in you, the same feeling that’s in me. Starfleet used to be your only hope for experiencing the galaxy, but now I can take you places you’ve never dreamed of. I’ll show you pleasures that will bring you to your knees throbbing with ecstasy. All you have to do is let me teach you to let loose your passion, the fire you have within.”

“You want me to travel with you?”

“Yes, Lisa Beck. I’ve never been one for emotional attachments. Like you, I’m a loner. Together then, we could be a fantastic team, living only for pleasure and providing companionship to each other. Companionship we both desperately need.”

Beck turned back to the water, lost in thought. Karyna came up close behind her and leaned her head close to Beck’s.

“I can give you the power to come back to this anytime you want,” Karyna whispered in her ear. “I can give you anything at all.”

Beck considered the offer. No more paperwork. No more holding the station together and having all those people depending on her. For once, she could live for solely for herself.

“Let’s do it,” Beck said. Karyna put her arm around Beck’s shoulder and kissed her on the cheek.

“You won’t regret it,” Karyna said sultrily. “I promise.” She snapped her fingers, and both of them were gone.





Chapter Ten



“I think I really got bored around the big bang,” Q said as The Gutwrencher sped through another turn pressing him and Jones against the side of the car. “I just didn’t know what to do with myself after that.”

“Didn’t you have any Q friends?” Yeoman Jones asked.

“Is this really the best place for therapy?” Morales said weakly from behind them. “I can’t take much more of this.”

“But I like it,” Q said. “And this is only our fourteenth time. Anyway, back to the Q, I got along with a few of them, but they always wanted to go mess with developing life-forms. I got that out of my system four universes ago. This time around, I decided to live a less destructive life and just travel. Unfortunately, when you’ve seen one universe, you’ve seen them all.”

“So you went away to be alone,” Jones said.

“Exactly. I wanted to be away from the temptation to meddle with some developing world. Q and Q do that all the time. I just don’t understand how they can still find it fun.”

“Loop!” Morales shouted, clamping his eyes shut as the coaster turned upside down.

“Really, Commander, I don’t see how you can stay in Starfleet with such a weak heart,” Q said. “Where’s your sense of fun?”

“I think it came up with the contents of my stomach a few turns back,” Morales said. “Can we please, please try another ride?”

“Oh all right,” Q said, waving his hand. The three of them vanished and reappeared in another ride. “How about The Scrambler?” The ride jerked into motion, throwing Morales against the safety bar in front of him, then against the side of the car as The Scrambler twirled and sped back and forth.

“Oh yeah, much better,” Morales said just before passing out.



Bradley and Leximas huddled as close to the door as they could but the frigid ocean water was rapidly flowing into the tilting room.

“Can’t you just telepathically unlock this thing?” Bradley asked after shaking the door violently for the fiftieth time.

“Yes,” Leximas said. “But I need to meditate to achieve the control necessary to move the lock bolt, and I do not believe we have that much time.”

“No kidding. We’re just going to have to find another way.” Bradley looked around the lounge. It was pretty bare except for a some chairs, a couple of benches, and a battered piano. He looked at the metal door blocking their escape. There was no way he was going to get through that metal with the junk in this room. At the very least, though, he could try and keep above the water. He started stacking the benches and chairs into a pile.

“Who designed this ship?” Leximas said, trying to mask her frustration. “It is a floating death trap.”

“It wasn’t supposed to sink,” Bradley replied. “Someone forgot to mention that to the iceberg.” He helped Leximas up to the top of pile of benches and climbed up behind her. They sat in silence for a few moments.

“Lexi…” Bradley said finally. “I’m sorry for this. None of this would have happened if I hadn’t invited you into that program.”

“Perhaps not, Mister Dillon,” Leximas replied. “However, Karyna would have still come to Waystation intent on killing me. Your program just happened to be the method she picked. If anything, I should apologize to you for causing you to be dragged into this. If it were not for me, you would still be safe on Waystation. The only one really to blame here is Karyna. I must find a way to stop her.”

“That’ll be a good trick considering she’s not here, and unless you can time travel, I don’t think we’re going to be seeing her any time soon.”

“Nevertheless, she is the wrong person to have that kind of power. However, you are not a fault for her actions.”

“Thanks,” Bradley said. “I just didn’t want to die with you hating me.”

“I have not ever hated you,” Leximas said. “You are a most intriguing man. Although, I am slightly upset that you did not inform me of the true nature of this program.”

“Surprise,” Bradley said. The water was starting to splash against the benches at the bottom of the pile. The deck tilted forward a little more. “No one’s ever going to know.”

“Know what exactly?” Leximas said.

“That we died here. We aren’t even going to be on the Titanic passenger lists. We’re just going to be a couple of nameless victims added to the 1,500 that are going to go down with this ship.”

“Not to criticize you in this time of crisis, Mister Dillon, but your attitude toward certain death is not very uplifting. Perhaps you should try meditating with me to clear your mind and body for the journey to come.”

“I’d rather mope,” Bradley said. Suddenly, the door clanged loudly as something thudded against it.

“We’re saved!” Bradley shouted, jumping down from the benches. He rushed through the cold water and looked out the small window imbedded in the door.

No one was in sight.

“I don’t see…”

A hideous orange face leapt up into view in front of the window, long fangs protruding from its mouth, neon green eyes flashing. Bradley screamed as the beast roared and slammed into the door again.

“I take it the Grecin has located us,” Leximas said.

“Good guess,” Bradley said, backing away from the door fearfully. “We’re dead.”

“If you remember, we were already going to die from the water. I do not see the cause for alarm.”

“Sorry, my annoying desire for self preservation is acting up again,” Bradley said.

The door shook again and started to dent.

“He may get through that metal,” Bradley said in disbelief.

“Most likely,” Leximas said, climbing down to join Bradley in the water. “Now then, if you are set on surviving, we must be ready when the Grecin breaks through.”

“Ready? What are we going to do? Bonk him on the head with a bench?”

“I doubt we would live long enough to get that close to it,” Leximas said.

“Oh, lovely.”



Lazlo kept his phaser aimed at Porter and Nelson as he moved over to the comm panel. Nelson’s arm was numb from the stun blast, but Porter was pretty sure she could kill Lazlo without it if given the chance.

“Finally, this station is going to have some order,” Lazlo said. “Waystation is now a Federation Marine outpost. Any objections?” Porter opened his mouth to say something but decided the smart retort he had in mind just wasn’t worth getting shot. “I didn’t

think so,” Lazlo said, smiling smugly. He turned to the console and activated the stationwide intercom.

“Attention Waystation. This is Colonel Martin Lazlo. As of this stardate, I have assumed command of this station.”

Porter noticed Lazlo’s arm lower slightly. Nelson nudged him indicated she’d seen the same thing. Porter nodded, then leapt forward just as Nelson did the same. Before Lazlo could react, Porter and Nelson were on him, tackling the colonel to the deck.

“Security to ops,” Porter shouted.

“Marines, arrest all Starfleet personnel on sight,” Lazlo ordered.

“Marines, do not obey that order,” Nelson yelled. “Colonel Lazlo has lost his mind.”

“I have not.”

“O’Neal to ops,” Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal’s voice said hesitantly. “Are we supposed to take over Waystation or not?”

“Yes!” Lazlo shouted, pushing Nelson off of him and slamming an elbow into Porter’s gut.

“Yes, take over. Or yes, don’t take over.”

“Take over the damn station now!” Lazlo screamed. He punched Porter a few more times and regained control of his phaser.

“Starfleet personnel to battlestations. Defend the station,” Nelson said.

“Oh shut up,” Lazlo said, stunning Nelson. He stood up over Porter and aimed his phaser down at him.

“That wasn’t very nice,” Porter said weakly as he wiped blood away from his mouth.

“I’m not a nice man,” Lazlo said.

“That’s no way to be. Give me a hug, chipmunk lips.”

Lazlo started shaking with anger. Porter took the opportunity to kick Lazlo’s legs out from under him and lunge for the phaser. Lazlo recovered quickly and flipped Porter over his head and into the docking console. Porter landed on his back, across the console.

“See there!” Lazlo said, strutting toward Porter. “That’s what Marine training can do for you.” Porter’s ribs were in agony. He lay motionless, gasping for breath.

“What? Make you an asshole?” Porter said with all the energy he could muster.

Lazlo aimed his phaser and fired, relieving Porter of his pain and of consciousness.



Sean Russell wondered when things had gone wrong. One second, he was about to enjoy some incredible sex with women bent on pleasing his every whim, the next he was chained up somewhere. The worst part was, he had no idea where that somewhere was. He couldn’t see or hear a thing. His arms were being stretched painfully above his head as his legs were chained, spread, to the floor. Extreme arousal turned to extreme fear very quickly. He was blind, deaf, and helpless in the face of who knew what kind of monster.

“What do you think?” Karyna asked as Beck stared in shock at her former security chief. Russell’s eyes were moving around erratically, not focusing on anything.

“Sean! Are you okay?”

“He can’t see or hear you,” Karyna said. “I’ve taken care of that. I don’t see why you should care anyway, Lisa. This man has caused you no end of trouble. Here, I’ve practically gift wrapped him for you.”

“Gift wrapped? What am I supposed to do with him?”

“Anything you want. You have all the power. He’s just a pathetic nothing, quaking with fear and wondering what’s about to happen to him. Surely you see the possibilities.”

A smile spread across Beck’s face as she walked over to Russell. She walked around him a couple of times, then quickly slapped him across the face. Russell jerked back stunned.

“Who’s there?” he said frightened. “What do you want?

Beck laughed. He seemed so much less sure of himself now. The cocky Sean Russell had been reduced to a quivering worm.

“Perfect, Lisa,” Karyna said, stepping forward. She ran her hands along Sean’s chest. As she did so, his uniform top and turtleneck dissolved into nothing. “Enjoy yourself, my dear Lisa.” Beck walked around to Russell’s exposed back, allowing her anger to rise up. Sean Russell. Disobedient toad.

She quickly slashed her nails down his back, drawing blood. Russell gasped in pain and tried to pull away.

“There’s nowhere to run, Sean,” Beck said, unable to control her evil laughter. She slashed his back again and again until it was a cris-cross of red streaks.

“This is what power can be,” Karyna said. “No paperwork, no regulations. Just pleasure as you use your minions to indulge your every desire.”

Beck looked at her handiwork on Russell’s back. The anger was gone, but instead of guilt and remorse at what she’d done to him, she felt only satisfaction.

“Please,” Russell said weakly. “No more.” Beck walked in front of him and leaned right down into his face.

“Let him see and hear me,” Beck said.

“Done,” Karyna said.

Russell blinked several times as his vision came back into focus. Realizing Beck was in front of his, he relaxed, relieved.

“Commander, thank god. Get me out of here.”

“Why? I’m the one keeping you,” Beck said. She ran her nails down his chest, sending another stream of pain into Russell.

“Lisa…”

“Shut up!” Beck shouted. “You have no right to talk to me. You’re an incompetent worm! An imbecile! I should just throw you in some dark prison cell somewhere and let you rot!” God, this felt good, unlike anything she’d experienced before. Such complete freedom to do whatever she wanted to this quivering mass of flesh in front of her.

She slapped Russell again, watching the shocked and hurt expression on his face. He looked…crushed. He slumped down as far as his chains would let him, no longer looking at Beck. Uninvited compassion welled up in her. This was a person, a fellow officer, and a friend.

“You must press forward, Lisa. You’ve just about broken him,” Karyna said, sensing Beck’s will weakening. Beck took Russell’s chin in her hand and drew his head up to look at her.

“Sean…I’m sorry…I didn’t mean…”

“Yes, you did,” he said softly. “You meant every word.”

“Punish him for his insolence!” Karyna said.

“No. Send him home.”

“Lisa. True power lies in taking what you want.”

“I’ve done what I want with Russell. Get him out of here!” Beck said angrily.

“Get away, Lisa,” Russell said. “She’s…”

Before he could finish, Karyna made him vanish with a snap of her fingers.

“I can see they’re too close to you,” Karyna said. “I should have started you somewhere else.”

“Is that what your idea of gaining pleasure from power is?” Beck demanded. “Torture? Pain?”

“We didn’t do anything permanent. Sean is safely back on your station. Do you want to go back with him? I can certainly return you to your paperwork, boredom, and bureaucracy.”

Beck stood in silence for a moment. Did she want to go home? Honestly, no. Until she yelled at Russell, the rush of power felt wonderful. Control with none of Starfleet’s restrictions. Karyna was taking her to a place within herself she never dreamed of. A place where Lisa Beck could be more than some mid-level officer. The entire universe was at Karyna’s command, and she wanted to share it with Beck, give Beck some of that rush.

“Show me more,” Beck said simply.





Chapter Eleven



Yeoman Jones looked over at Morales and wondered if he was going to be okay. He’d been retching into the trash can by the snack bar for a good ten minutes. Only the occasional moan echoing out of the trash can assured her that he was still conscious.

“You humans are just not built for fun,” Q said just before taking a huge bite of his chili dog. “Of course, omnipotence is a great asset to enjoying the universe.”

“It doesn’t seem to have helped you much,” Jones replied. “You’ve been huddling in a nebula since the beginning of the universe.”

“Only this universe. You should have seen the times I had before then.”

“Can we go home now?” Morales said, collapsing on the bench beside her. He looked positively awful. “I have nothing left to give.”

“This is all becoming quite boring,” Q said. “How long is spinning around on rides supposed to be entertaining?”

“Usually, until you’re too tired to do it anymore,” Jones said.

“But I’m Q. I don’t get tired.”

“And I’m not getting on anything else,” Morales said. “If you even suggest it, Jones, I’ll have you court martialed when we get back to Waystation.”

“I was only trying to help,”Jones said.

“You aren’t succeeding.”

“Now this is more like it,” Q said.

“Like what?” Morales said.

“Entertaining. Finally, you two atom-brains are catching on. I really should not have let you drag me out here.”

“But we were trying to cheer you up,” Jones said.

“Impossible, but you can distract me by giving me something to watch,” Q said.

“I really don’t like the sound of this,” Morales said.

“What do you want to watch us do?” Jones said.

“Anything but sit around talking to me. That’s not interesting. There’s no drama there. I require diversion.”

“How about a nice hike in the woods of Relhanis Two?” Jones said hopefully. “They’re supposed to be lovely this time of year.”

“No no no. I have something entirely different in mind,” Q said. With a quick wave of his hand, all three of them vanished from the snack bar.



The icy Atlantic water was up to Bradley and Leximas’ thighs as the Grecin continued its assault on the door to the lounge. The door frame was twisting and groaning, moments away from busting in.

“That thing’s only going to be after you, right?” Bradley said.

“Yes. It can only be programmed with one target.”

“Great, get under the benches,” Bradley said, pushing Leximas toward the pile of benches and chairs he’d constructed to stay out of the water.

“This is gallant but futile, Mister Dillon”

“Would you just shut up for once and do what I ask?”

“As you wish,” the guru said, ducking down into the water to get under the pile of wood. Bradley steeled himself to face the hideous monster trying to enter the room. He wasn’t quite sure what he was going to do. Somehow he doubted that it would come in, see Lexi wasn’t there, then leave quietly, but he was not about to just let it charge in and kill her.

A moment later, the door busted off its hinges and flew past Bradley, colliding violently with the back wall of the tilting room. The Grecin, a six-foot tall orange mass of muscle and fangs stalked slowly into the room, looking around for its prey. It was like a bald ape with a skin condition.

“Leximas,” it growled almost incomprehensibly.

“Say again?” Bradley said, trying to approximate a British accent. Not that the creature would probably care.

“Leximas.”

“Christmas? No, not for another eight months I’m afraid. I am frightfully grateful to you for letting me out of here, though. I thought I was going to freeze or drown.”

“No Leximas?”

“Are you saying Leximas? Never heard of the chap,” Bradley said. “Try down the hall.”

The Grecin sniffed the air gradually focusing on the pile of benches. It waded slowly over to the pile, seemingly unaware that it was standing naked in freezing water.

“Oh do stay away from that,” Bradley said, rushing over to the pile. “It’s quite unstable.”

The Grecin rammed its fist into the pile, attempting to grab whatever was inside. Bradley feared for the worst, but the Grecin didn’t latch onto anything. It growled angrily.

Out of the corner of his eye, Bradley noticed some movement near the door. Leximas slowly stood up in the water and motioned for him to follow her. She must have swam under the pile to get to the door.

Suddenly, the Grecin whirled around and spotted its target.

“Leximas!”

“Oh no you don’t!” Bradley said, pushing on the wood pile. The heavy stack of benches and chairs collapsed on top of the angry creature as Bradley raced toward the door, the water getting shallower and shallower as he went.

“Let’s get moving!” he shouted, grabbing Leximas’ arm and dragging her toward the dry stern of the Titanic. Behind them, he heard wood cracking and splintering as the Grecin busted its way out of the avalanche of seats.

“I believe that a way to the upper decks is a vital priority right now,” Leximas said.

“No kidding,” Bradley said. “I think I’ve got an idea, though.”



“Now that was pleasant,” Lieutenant Porter said softly as he regained consciousness. He was lying on a bed, a position he decided to stay in after an attempt to stand up caused every muscle and bone in his body to scream at him.

“Stay still,” Dr. Nelson’s voice said from beside him. Porter opened his eyes and struggled to focus. His surroundings were a blur, but he could tell they were very bland. Way too bland for his liking. He had a sinking feeling he knew where he was.

Finally, his vision cleared up totally and, as Dr. Nelson helped him to sit up, he took a look around. Yep, he was in the brig.

“Oh, this is just great,” Porter said.

“Tell me about it,” Nelson said. “On the bright side, we’re the only two in here.”

“So either the rest of the crew is fighting the marines, or they’ve decided to just follow Lazlo’s orders.”

“Most likely the latter I’m afraid,” Nelson said. “I mean considering now the entire command crew has either disappeared or been taken into custody.”

“We’ve got to get out of here.”

“I’d sure love to see you try.”

“Come on, Doc. We’ve been imprisoned together before, and we escaped.”

“No. Morales, Russell, and Jones rescued us,” Nelson replied. “As I recall, you almost got us killed.”

“So, you don’t think the sick symbiont trick is going to work this time.”

“No.”



Colonel Lazlo stood in the center of ops feeling like an emperor. After months of having to obey goody-goody Starfleeters, he finally had command of Waystation.

“All decks are secured, sir,” Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal reported as he stepped out of the turbolift into ops. “And all Starfleet personnel have been accounted for…well, except for the missing command crew.”

“Don’t worry about them,” Lazlo said. “Now then, did the other Starfleet wimps give you any problems?”

“No, sir. I told them we’d taken over. They said okay and went back to work. No big deal.”

“I didn’t think it would be, but just in case I want marines stationed in the computer core, auxiliary control, engineering, and ops.”

“Yes, sir,” O’Neal said, saluting stiffly.

“And have Sergeant Kyle move my office things up here. I’ve decided to relocate,” Lazlo said smiling as he gestured toward what formerly was Commander Beck’s office. “Good work, O’Neal. Dismissed.”

“Thank you, sir.” O’Neal said, saluting again. He turned on his heel and headed back into the turbolift and Lazlo walked into his new office.

Lazlo look around at the paintings, the candles, a bizarre statue, and the model of the Secondprize, Beck’s former ship.

“Nope, it’s all got to go,” he said rubbing his hands together. He grabbed the model and tossed it with a smooth hook shot into the trashcan. “And the crowd goes wild.”



Karyna watched her new protégé closely as they stood on top of Mt. Soltinus, the highest peak on Romulus and, according to the Romulans, the highest peak in known space. They had come to watch the dawn as light slowly spread across the vast plain below then climbed up the mountain slope to the summit.

Commander Beck had disappointed Karyna with the compassion she showed to Sean Russell, but Karyna realized that perhaps Beck wasn’t the problem. Karyna had rushed her into that situation with almost no training in what it meant to be truly free from life’s little problems and moral ties. Beck just needed more time to push the limits of her own psyche, to understand that what she wanted was the only thing that mattered. Only then could she be the companion in hedonism that Karyna was looking for. Beck would soon be totally unencumbered by petty things like duty, morality, and friendship. Those were terms for mundane people trapped in mundane existences, not for the powerful and unfettered.

“I never thought I’d set foot on this world,” Beck said finally, breaking the silence.

“You can go anywhere you want to,” Karyna said. “Federation, Romulan, Dominion, Borg; it doesn’t matter. We are outside of their silly alliances and disputes. They are nothing before our power.”

“Your power, you mean,” Beck said. “I’m just along for the ride.”

“I can and will give you what I have,” Karyna said. “I just want to be sure you’ll use my gift to your full advantage.”

“And I can do anything?”

“Anything. Go anywhere. Be anyone. Take anyone. The power is limitless.”

“I want it,” Beck said. She wanted to do so many things, see the wonders of the galaxy, and, most of all, get back that feeling of complete power and mastery over everything that she’d had for a few moments tormenting Russell.

“How do I know you won’t just run off back to Waystation? Back to your friends,” Karyna said.

“Because there’s nothing for me there, and you know that. For the first time in my life, I’m free to do whatever I want with my life. I need this.”

Karyna walked over to Beck and placed her hands gently on the sides of Beck’s head. She slowly initiated a link, careful not to overwhelm the fragile human’s mind. Just a brief touch of their consciousnesses told Karyna what she needed to know: Beck was telling the truth.

“Just let me take over,” Karyna said. “Let go of everything you are.” She reached out further with her mind, wrapping the tendrils of her consciousness throughout Beck’s brain. Beck gasped and shuddered involuntarily.

“What…are…you…doing?”

“Surrender to it. Trust me,” Karyna said smiling. She finished the link, paralyzing Beck with the force of her will. Even though this was her protégé and future partner, Karyna couldn’t help but enjoy the look of helpless terror on Beck’s face. She’d planned on doing this transfer as painlessly as possible, but the power she now had over Beck was too great of a temptation. There had always been a hint of sadism in her hedonism; this time was no different.

Karyna let loose the energy of the Q in one ferocious blast, sending it tearing through Beck’s trapped consciousness. Beck screamed, yanking herself back from Karyna and falling to the ground writhing in agony. Every cell of her being was on fire from the immense energy surge that threatened to overwhelm her completely.

“Intense, isn’t it?” Karyna said laughing.

Gradually, the pain subsided. The energy blast faded, coursing through Beck occasionally as waves that made her convulse from their intensity. Beck finally regained the ability to focus and think clearly. Her first realization was that she was now very, very different. Her mind could sense the whole of the universe. The extent of her reach was limitless.

“Holy God,” she said softly picking herself up off the ground.

“I see you’re feeling better,” Karyna said.

“Incredible,” Beck replied. Another wave of power ran down her body, causing her to shudder. Where once there had been pain, there was now only pleasure.

“So, my dear goddess Lisa, what would you like to do now?”

Beck looked out across the plain and toward the infinite beyond, her infinite beyond. She could manipulate it any way she wanted. The universe and all of the puny beings in it were her playthings. No longer could any of them frighten her or push her around.

“Let’s go have some fun,” Beck said, an evil grin spreading across her face. With a snap of her fingers, they set off to do just that.



The first thing Sean Russell did after opening his eyes was scream bloody murder. He was looking straight down into endless space. Expecting to die instantly from exposure to the void, he clamped his eyes shut and held his breath. Nothing happened.

Reopening his eyes, Russell realized he was laying on something: transparent aluminum. He was back on Waystation! Karyna had put him back in his uniform and just dumped him in the observation room at the bottom of Waystation’s lower saucer. God, Russell hated that room. Whoever decided that a clear floor looking out into space was a good idea deserved to be killed slowly and painfully.

Trying not to look down, Russell inched his way toward the exit. He wasn’t exactly sure how he was going to do it, but Russell was determined to get Commander Beck away from Karyna. Hopefully, Porter would have some ideas on the subject.

Unaware that Lieutenant Porter was currently sitting in the brig, Russell stepped into a turbolift and headed to ops.





Chapter Twelve



Commander Morales looked around at his surroundings trying to get his bearings. He was in somebody’s living room…well, a good approximation of someone’s living room anyway. Instead of a front wall, there was open space looking out into a vast auditorium. The seats were empty except for one chair three rows back in which Q sat. He was now wearing a large, white beret which matched his white poet’s shirt. Q picked up a bullhorn from beside his seat.

“Action!” he bellowed, the sound echoing throughout the empty theater.

“What?” Morales said, confused. “Where’s Yeoman Jones?”

“She’ll be along shortly,” Q said, annoyed at the interruption. “Now just do your part.”

“Part? What part? What the hell is going on?”

“Haven’t you ever heard of acting?” Q said. He vanished and reappeared at the foot of the stage. “We’re trying to do a play here. Just go with it.”

“I have no idea…”

“Walter Morales, even for a human you are remarkably unable to grasp simple concepts. This is a play. You are in it. When Jones comes out on stage, start acting.”

“Q, plays require a script, rehearsals, real actors. You’re going to have to find someone else for this.” Morales walked off stage. Q waved his hand causing Morales to reappear seated on the sofa.

“Did you miss the part about me being omnipotent? I don’t have to do anything I do not wish to do. You, however, are bound by my will. Now then, we are going to do a play about men and women. About love and betrayal. About pride and prejudice. Etcetera, etcetera. Jones is your wife. She’s been out late again. Confront her. That’s all I’m looking for.”

Q vanished again and reappeared back in his seat.

“Action!”

Jones suddenly appeared on the stage.

“Where are we?” she asked confused.

“Oh, don’t make me go through this again!” Q moaned. “Morales, bring her up to date.”

“We’re doing a play,” Morales said unenthusiastically. “You’re my wife. You’ve come home late. I think we’re supposed to have a fight.”

“Where’s the script?” Jones asked.

“No script. Just wing it, Yeoman.”

“Yes, sir,” Jones said, unsure about the whole thing.

“Right. Is everybody ready?” Q called. “Good. Take it from Jones’s entrance. And, action!”

Jones walked out of the fake living room door, then right back in again.

“Honey, I’m home,” Jones said flatly.

“Where have you been?” Morales said, standing up from the blue and green plaid sofa.

“Out.”

“Where?”

“Uh…”

“Tell me.”

“Uh…”

“Jones?”

“Uh…”

“Now!”

“Uh…I don’t know!” Jones shouted finally. “I’m not good at making things up quickly!”

“Stop!” Q said. He appeared on stage with his arm around Jones’s shoulder. “This just isn’t working out the way I’d hoped.” He fell silent and paced the stage a few times.

“Got it!” he said after a few moments. “You need motivation to understand your characters. Walter, buddy, you’re a good man, hard-working, caring, sensitive. A real Q’s Q. That all came crashing down when she…” Q pointed at Jones accusingly. “When she entered your life! She caught your heart, then ripped it still beating from your chest and tossed it into the nearest black hole like some worthless piece of space flotsam!”

“And you!” Q shouted, stalking over to Jones. “You are a cold, heartless, evil being who enjoys seducing warm, caring souls then leaving them just when they fall for you, you horrible, uncaring bitch! I hate you! I hate you! I hate you!”

Q fell to the stage floor and began sobbing like a big, omnipotent, baby.

“Q,” Jones said, leaning down and patting his head. “You have some issues that we really need to discuss.”



Finding every passage to the upper decks either locked or blocked off by the continually rising waters of the Atlantic, Bradley and Leximas were finding their hopes of survival dwindling fast. Especially since the Grecin could be on them at any time.

Since the kitchen and dining area had offered the most items to use as barricades, Bradley and Leximas blockaded themselves in there, hoping that the Grecin would not find them before they found some way through the gate the cook had locked earlier.

“I said it before, and I’ll say it again. I could really use a phaser right now,” Bradley said, examining the lock.

“I shall begin meditation,” Leximas said, sitting down cross- legged on the floor in front of the gate. “With luck, I can achieve the concentration necessary to open the lock before we are killed.”

“That’s comforting,” Bradley said. The idea of sitting there doing nothing while Leximas went into a trance screamed against his sense of danger. He had to do something…or at least try to do something.

Bradley headed back into the kitchen and rummaged through the utensils until he found what he was looking for. Forget meditation and all that guru crap. He had his own skills that could get them out of this mess. Breaking a few lengths of stiff metal wire off of a whisk, he went to attack the lock.

“You are standing in my aura,” Leximas said, as Bradley knelt down to work.

“Sorry,” Bradley said distractedly as he inserted two lengths of the whisk head into the lock. It’d been a long time since he’d had to pick a lock this primitive, but the method came flowing back to him quickly. You never forget the basics.

“Mister Dillon, if you wish us to get out of here, please allow me to concentrate,” Leximas said more forcefully. Ignoring her, Bradley turned the wires and heard a satisfying click of the lock opening.

“No need,” he said, pulling the gate open. “I’ve got it under control.”

“Once again, your various abilities surprise me,” Leximas said, standing up and straightening her robe.

“Please. No adulation is necessary,” Bradley said, gesturing for her to head up the stairs toward Second Class. Once they were both through, Bradley closed and locked the gate. No need to make things any easier on the Grecin than they had to.

The Second Class kitchen was also deserted, but, in their hurry to leave, the cooks had neglected to lock the gate leading up to First Class.

“Finally something’s going our way,” Bradley said, continuing on up the stairs. Just as an additional precaution, he shut the gate from Second to First class.

Bradley and Leximas found themselves in the First Class kitchen, an immense room of glistening pots, huge ovens, and fine dishes. The Titanic buff in Bradley would have loved to be able to take just a few of the dishes back to Waystation with him, but this was not the time or place to be scavenging for souvenirs.

He led Leximas out of the kitchen and into the First Class dining salon. This room was also deserted except for a huddled group of Steerage passengers looking around the room with awe.

“Would you look at this place?” a large, gruff man said indignantly. “And they have the nerve to tell us they’re short of potatoes for our suppers.”

“It’s a bloomin’ king’s ransom,” a young woman said softly.

“And it’s all going straight to the bottom of the ocean,” Bradley said. “None of you have time for this. Get moving!”

“Just who do you think you are?” the large man said, walking over to Bradley angrily. He was stocky, but obviously powerful. An ill-trimmed black mustache and beard covered most of his worn face.

“Your cruise director,” Bradley said quickly. “The next stop on your trip is a lifeboat. Let’s go.”

“Now, Bull, calm down,” a large matronly woman, who Bradley assumed was Bull’s wife said soothingly.

“Why you little…” Bull began, raising his fist to Bradley. Obviously, he hadn’t calmed down at all.

A loud crash followed by the squeal of metal being twisted cut Bull off. Another, much closer, crash quickly followed it.

“Saints preserve us!” Bull shouted, fearfully gazing upon something that had entered behind Bradley and Leximas.

“Is there a large, drooling, orange thing in the room?” Bradley said, not wanting to turn around. Bull nodded, clearly frightened out of his wits.

“RUN!” Bradley screamed. The Steerage passengers, Bradley, and Leximas all scattered as the Grecin charged into the dining room. They were all just able to get out of the room and slam the door shut before the Grecin got to them.

“Head to the boat deck!” Bradley said, practically dragging Leximas toward the doors leading to the lifeboats.

“No need to repeat that, sir,” Bull said, moving incredibly fast considering his bulk. “So much for our luck improving,” Leximas said.



When the turbolift doors opened into ops, Russell almost stepped right out to find Porter. The sight of five armed marines and Colonel Lazlo stopped him in his tracks.

“Starfleet!” one of the marines shouted, spotting Russell.

“Get him!” Lazlo ordered. All of the marines raised their weapons to fire.

“Computer, emergency close,” Russell said quickly. The turbolift doors whooshed shut just before several stun blasts slammed into them. “Rec deck. Rapid descent.” Russell said, his security officer instincts taking over.

Logically, Lazlo would order the turbolifts to shut down. Russell wanted to be as far down the station as he could before that happened. As the turbolift dropped, he started trying to open the emergency hatch at the top of the lift.

“Russell to Porter.” No response. He hoped Karyna hadn’t snatched Porter too.

“Computer, where is Lieutenant Porter.”

“Lieutenant Porter is in Holding Cell B.”

“The brig.”

“That is what I just said,” the computer replied.

“Thanks.”



“That was Lieutenant Russell,” Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal said once the marines had stopped shooting. “If he’s back…”

“Computer, locate Commander Beck,” Lazlo said, cutting him off.

“Commander Beck is not on Waystation,” the computer replied.

“Thank God,” Lazlo said. He’d just gotten used to being in command; Beck returning would have ruined his whole day. “Now then, let’s take care of our pest. O’Neal, shut down Turbolift A7.”



By the time the turbolift finally stopped, Russell had the hatch open and was halfway onto the roof. The marines had slower reaction time than he had figured. The lift had already descended halfway down the connecting tunnel between the two saucers.

Russell pulled off his commbadge and tossed it down into the turbolift. Then, started the long climb back towards the mall level where his security office was located. He had to get Porter out of the brig, so they could come up with some plan to get Waystation back from Lazlo.

Just at the top of the connecting tunnel, Russell heard voices both above and below him. The marines had figured out he was no longer in the turbolift. Well, he’d hoped that he’d be able to take the turbolift shaft all the way up, but that obviously wasn’t going to work.

Russell forced open the turbolift doors leading to the next deck and climbed out into the corridor. The drab paint job and bright, sterile lighting told him exactly where he was: the marine deck. Perfect. Just the place to be when being chased by marines. This whole situation was getting way out of hand.

Two marines walked around the corner right in front of him.

“Hi,” Russell said quickly. “How are you both?”

“Good. And you?” the first marine asked amicably.

“Not bad.”

“Attention all marines. Find and arrest Lieutenant Sean Russell,” Colonel Lazlo’s voice barked suddenly over the comm system.

“I hate you, Lazlo,” Russell muttered as the two marines went for their weapons. Russell dove at the lead one, slamming him into a wall and wrestling for his weapon. He managed to get enough control of it to stun the other marine before she could fire at him. Smashing his elbow into the first marines face, Russell wrenched his phaser away from him and ran down the corridor.

“Copeland to ops,” he heard the marine gasp behind him. “He’s on marine level.”

Great. This deck would be swarming with marines in a matter of minutes. He needed a way out and fast.

Running down the corridor, he passed Lazlo’s office where Sergeant Rick Kyle was packing up the colonel’s belongings. Russell ran inside and grabbed Kyle from behind, pressing his stolen phaser against the surprised sergeant’s head.

“Don’t make me kill you,” Russell said harshly.

“You don’t have to be so rough,” Kyle said indignantly as Russell led him out into the corridor. Several more marines were just arriving, but froze when they saw Russell had their colleague hostage.

“Stay back!” Russell said, moving toward another turbolift entrance. “We’re just going for a little trip.”

Russell ordered the lift to take them to Starfleet Square Mall. Once there, he pushed Kyle toward the security office. Marines began pouring out of every turbolift, forming a wall of weapons behind Russell and his prisoner.

“Status report!” Lazlo’s voice shouted.

“He’s got me!” Kyle wailed.

“Shoot them both,” Lazlo ordered. Russell pushed Kyle toward the marines and dove for the security office just as Kyle was blasted by about twenty stun bolts.

“Ow,” Kyle said softly, then collapsed to the deck.

Russell ran into the security office then back to the cell block just ahead of a large group of marines. Porter and Nelson leapt out of their bunks as he entered.

“I made it, guys!” Russell said jubilantly, not noticing the marines charging in behind him.

“Oh goody,” Porter said sarcastically.

“What?” Russell stammered.

“You’re under arrest,” a marine said from behind him.

“Oh.”



Lisa Beck looked out upon the vast undulating orange ocean stretched out before her. A casual visitor unaware of the true nature of the sea would have said that the water seemed more like goo than anything else. They would have been right about the goo comment, but this ocean was not water. It was the Great Link of the Founders of the Dominion, rulers of a vast empire that had time after time threatened the safety of the Federation.

“Yo! Founders! Get your asses up here!” Beck shouted. Beside her, Karyna smiled broadly. She was so proud of her protégé. This was exactly the sort of thing Beck needed to do to realize the full potential of her powers.

A bit of the goo rose up and gradually assumed female humanoid form. The figure then walked out onto the shore to Beck.

“You do not belong here, solid,” the Founder said gravely. “You will die for this trespass.” Several Jem’Hadar warriors appeared from out of nowhere. Beck snapped her fingers, vaporizing them all instantly.

“Try and stop me, you gelatinous bitch,” Beck said. “Now then, I said I wanted all of you Founders.” She snapped her fingers again. In a flash, the Great Link vanished, replaced by thousands of humanoid Founders.

“I’m glad you all could make it,” Beck continued. “Let’s have a little chat, shall we?”

“We have nothing to say to you,” the lead Founder said.

“Then, I’ll talk. It’s come to my attention that you disgusting blobs of ooze enjoy pushing around other races. I think it’s time to teach you all a lesson.”

“A lesson?” the female said, starting to laugh. “What could you possibly teach us?”

“The true meaning of solid,” Beck said, an evil smile crossing her lips. She snapped her fingers, instantly transforming the entire Link into a vast forest of white stone statues.

Each Founder now had the look of a Roman statue complete with heroic pose and no clothing.

“Now, I want you to sit here and think about what you’ve done,” Beck said to her silent audience. “See you later.”

Beck and Karyna walked away from the frozen Founders.

“You’ve just destroyed an entire race,” Karyna said beaming with pride.

“No,” Beck said. “They’ll revert to normal in a couple of days with no memory that this ever happened. I don’t want to put the Federation in danger of retaliation from the Dominion. This was just for me…and I loved it.”

“It’s a start,” Karyna said just before Beck snapped her fingers, whisking them away from the surface of the Founder’s planet. Beck was indulging herself now. Soon, Karyna knew, the seductive force of that power would totally consume Beck. She’d stop caring about the Federation or her pathetic friends. Then, she could truly join Karyna as her partner in pursuit of pleasure, a position that that small-minded Q just never could have. Q only wanted to sit in space and squander his wonderful gift. Beck understood now, though. She understood that power was meant to be indulged in for one’s personal pleasure. Very soon, everything else in her life would be meaningless.





Chapter Thirteen



Q lay on the stage floor sobbing like a big omnipotent baby. Actually, Jones figured omnipotent babies didn’t sob too much since they could get whatever they wanted just by snapping their fingers. Q, on the other hand, had obviously run into something, or more likely someone, he wanted that he couldn’t have. Jones decided it was time to get to the bottom of this, although she was pretty sure she already knew what the cause was. Omnipotent or no, Q still had feelings.

“Who was she?” Jones asked, leaning down and patting the crying demi-god on his blond head. Q looked up at her, his eyes red and wet from tears.

“How did you know?” he asked softly. Jones smiled and sat down beside Q, wrapping an arm around him.

“I’ve got three older brothers. Everyone of them turned into quivering blobs of goo after they got dumped by one of their girlfriends. It’s got to be a woman.”

“Karyna,” Q said, almost singing it. “She was a goddess. We had such times together until…until she left.”

“Why did she leave?” Morales asked, taking a seat on the sofa. Just what he wanted to listen to: a god’s girl trouble. This could turn into a really long day.

“I don’t know. We were so happy here. She seemed to understand me.”

“What did you do for her?” Jones asked.

“Excuse me?”

“Come on, Q. Karyna’s a woman. She wants to go, get out, see the galaxy, get dressed up and party.”

“Party?”

“Yes. Did you spend all your time together at your place?”

“Well, yeah,” Q said sheepishly. “It’s not much, but…”

“But nothing. Did you even once take her out to dinner?”

“I don’t eat.”

“But she does! What about dancing? Or shopping? Or on a trip? You’re a Q, for god’s sake. You could have taken her anywhere in the cosmos. But did you?”

“No. I…”

“Shut up! You men are all alike. No romance. No excitement. You should have shown that woman the universe. But no. You sat here with her doing what?”

“We linked our minds.”

“Exactly. That’s all you men think about: linking. Well, it’s great and all, but show us a good time first. Make us feel special. Give us a little present now and then just to let us know you remember we exist.”

“I gave her the power of the Q,” Q protested.

“Too little, too late obviously. She took that power and ran off to have fun.”

“Have fun. That’s exactly what she said she was going to do. Oh, I’ve been so stupid! What do I do now?”

“Get her back,” Morales said, picking up on Jones’s thread. “You’ve got to show that woman how much she means to you… before she finds somebody else.”

“Where is she now?” Jones said.

“Last I checked, she was pestering some humans,” Q said.

“Humans?” Morales asked in alarm. “Where?”

“Some puny space station.”

“Waystation!” Morales and Jones shouted.

“Yeah.”

“Let’s go!” Jones said, pulling Q to his feet. “Do the magic thingy and get us there?”

“The magic thingy?” Q said disdainfully, straightening his shirt. “What I do is a complex interaction of matter and…”

“Whatever,” Jones interrupted. “You’ve got a woman to pursue.”

“And could you bring along our runabout?” Morales asked. Q glared at him, then waved his hand causing them all, and Morales hoped the runabout too, to head to Waystation.



Bradley and Leximas ran out onto the boat deck and were immediately blasted by the cold Atlantic night air. The ship’s condition was worse than Bradley had thought. Somehow the slanting of the deck seemed more magnified outside. He checked the pocket watch he had swiped back in steerage. 1:45. How had it gotten that late? In mere minutes, the entire ship would be gone. They had to get on a lifeboat and fast. Hopefully, the Grecin would stay below long enough for them to accomplish that goal.

“There is a boat over there,” Leximas said, pointing to where a long, white lifeboat was loading. The scene was chaos. Men and women pushing toward the small craft as the Titanic’s officers shouted for calm and order.

In the background, Bradley could hear the ship’s band playing “Nearer My God to Thee.” The scene he’d witnessed in half a dozen old movies and read about in countless books was right there before him. He was a part of those fateful events in April 1912. Now that he was here, though, the scene just didn’t have a lot of allure for him. Mainly, he wanted off the boat, preferably back to his nice safe bed on Waystation.

Bradley was pulled out of his thoughts by a couple of familiar voices. Just a little ways down the boat deck, Bradley saw the two stewards from steerage who had locked them in the lounge.

“Hell of a night,” one of them said casually.

“Yeah,” the other replied. “Wish I had my watch, though. My father gave me that watch.”

“You’ll have to swim down there to get it.”

They were silent for a few moments.

“Did you ever find them Norwegians or whatever they were?” the first steward said finally. The other steward smacked his hand to his forehead.

“Those chaps! I clean forgot about them. I rounded them up and locked them in the stern gathering room to keep them out of the way until we figured out what was going on.”

“Bad luck for them.”

Leximas grabbed Bradley to keep him from attacking the two stewards.

“Bad luck!” he spat. “Those bastards! After what we went through to save those people.”

“Perhaps we were just not meant to interfere with history,” Leximas said calmly. “Or perhaps our intervention is a part of that recorded history already.”

“Would you shut up with all your calm and sage f***ing advice!” Bradley shouted, turning on her. “All you’ve done since this mess started is spout little nuggets of philosophy and wisdom! I’m going to die here! Because of you!”

“Earlier you said that you did not blame me for…”

“I lied! You’re the one who pissed off a god, so she dumped us here to die.”

“Karyna is not a god.”

“I don’t care! The point is she sent us here because she was mad at you. Now, I’ve got to save your damn life before it’s too late.” Bradley grabbed her wrist and practically dragged her toward the life boat.

“Any more women?” the boat officer was shouting, preparing to lower the lifeboat.

“Here,” Bradley called out, pushing through the gathered crowd of men with Leximas.

“Into the boat, madam,” the officer said. Leximas stared at Bradley.

“I do not understand,” she said.

“It’s women and children first,” Bradley said. “You’ve got to go now.”

“But you will die here alone.”

“Most likely,” Bradley said. He forced a smile. “But I’ve dreamed about this ship my entire life. Somehow it’s appropriate that I go down with her.”

“I cannot allow you to do this,” Leximas said. With one quick motion, Bradley scooped her small, elfish body up and set her in the lifeboat.

“I already did,” Bradley said. “Lower away.”

“Lower away!” the officer shouted. Two deckhands turned the cranks to lower the lifeboat towards the icy Atlantic. Leximas fixed her gaze on Bradley the entire way down.

“I see she meant a lot to you,” a man said from beside him. Bradley turned to him. He was tall, older, and dressed in a tuxedo. Bradley knew him on sight. The holodeck had done a remarkable job in recreating him. Now, Bradley was meeting John Jacob Astor in real life.

“We’re friends,” Bradley said. “One of the few I’ve got.”

“Did you want to be more?” Astor asked as the crowd dispersed.

“Not to be rude, Mister Astor, but we’re on a sinking ship. Is this really the time to be discussing my love life?”

“Is there going to be any other time?” Astor replied. He put his arm on Bradley’s shoulder and steered him over to the deck house. They didn’t go inside, but stood close to the wall, sheltered from the wind.

“I don’t think I wanted more,” Bradley said. “I’ve led a real good life and seen things you can only dream of. I’m just glad we got a chance to be friends before this happened.”

“No regrets then. That’s good. I just sent my wife away. She’s pregnant. I do have some regrets that I’ll never see that boy.”

“How do you know it’s a boy?”

“I’m John Jacob Astor, and I say it’s a boy.”

“Good enough, sir,” Bradley said. “Well, it was good talking to you.” Bradley turned to walk away, then thought better of it. Leximas said he couldn’t change the future, but he had to try in this instance.

“Mister Astor, don’t ask me how I know this, but very soon you’re going to be killed by that smokestack,” Bradley said, pointing up at the smokestack that was destined to fall and crush Astor. “Stay away from it. Get to the stern of the ship.”

Astor smiled and put his arm on Bradley’s shoulder again.

“All right, my boy,” he said. “I don’t want to meet my maker in that condition.”

Suddenly, Astor’s head was sliced off by several razor-sharp claws belonging to the Grecin. Astor’s body collapsed to the deck, revealing the very angry-looking creature standing behind him. Bradley had no idea how a monster that big had snuck up behind Astor unnoticed, and frankly, he was too frightened to care.

“Give me Leximas!” the creature shouted angrily, its horrible eyes boring into Bradley.



“So, Captain Amazing, what’s the plan now?” Dr. Nelson said, glaring at Russell. Thankfully, she was in a different cell than he was, otherwise he was sure she would have slapped him silly. He’d taken enough abuse from Commander Beck already today to last him for a while. Besides, he did have a plan. And a pretty damn good one too.

“Lay off of him,” Porter said. “Something will turn up. It always does.”

“Don’t worry,” Russell said. “I’ve got it all taken care of.”

“You called the cavalry?” Porter asked.

“Nope. We’re the cavalry. Computer, initiate Russell Help Protocol One.” The force fields imprisoning them suddenly flashed out of existence.

“What do you think of that?” Russell said smugly.

“Good trick,” Porter said.

“Thanks. I programmed it after that little mess with my security computer…just in case I should ever get locked in the brig again.”

“Mark this day on your calendars, boys and girls,” Nelson said. “Sean Russell had his first intelligent idea.”

“Hey!”

“Later, you two,” Porter said. “I love smart ass remarks as much as the next guy, but we’ve got a station full of armed marines to take out.”

“Dinner and an ass-kicking. Sounds like a great date to me,” Nelson said. “I don’t suppose either of you geniuses have any idea how we should proceed.”

“I sure do,” Russell said. “Unless I miss my guess, most of the marines should still be in the mall.”

“Yeah. So?”

“Watch this. Computer, activate intruder neutralization procedure in Starfleet Square.”

“Access to this program is denied. All command functions have been rerouted to ops.”

“I guess you should have made your own personal program to do that, too,” Porter said.

“I will as soon as this is over,” Russell said. “Until then, we’ll have to move to Plan B.”

“What’s Plan B?” Nelson asked, not sure that she wanted to know. Russell just smiled.

A couple of minutes later, armed with a few phasers from the security office, they were in a jefferies tube running through the ceiling above the mall. Russell had pried open an access panel and was fiddling with a canister of anesthezine gas.

“I don’t think you should be doing this,” Nelson said, checking her gas mask again, just to make sure she had it on tight.

“Don’t worry,” Russell said. “I’m trained to do this.”

“That’s never helped you in the past.”

“Ooh, good one,” Porter said. “I wish I’d thought of it.”

“Thank you,” Nelson said.

“I’m all set,” Russell said finally. “Open the hatch.”

Porter pulled open a panel in the floor of the jefferies tube allowing them to look into Starfleet Square Mall. Sure enough, most of the Federation Marines were still there, gathered in the food court enjoying some cafe lattes, which seemed to be the marine corps’ drink of choice on Waystation.

Russell lugged the anesthezine canister over to the hatch and opened the valve.

“Good night, fellas,” he said softly. The gas hissed out of it’s container, seeping into the air below. At the high concentrations Russell was pumping in, the marines would be out cold in seconds.

A few seconds later, nothing had happened.

“Sean, what’s going on?” Nelson said.

“Uh…”

Suddenly, everyone in the mall froze, their eyes widening in mad terror. Coffee cups smashed to the floor as the marines started screaming.

“DEMON DOGS!”

“HELL-SPAWN!”

“I WILL SMITE THEE!”

The marines dove for their rifles as the civilians grabbed whatever loose objects they could possibly use for weapons.

“Anesthezine isn’t supposed to do this,” Russell said confused.

Starfleet Square Mall erupted in a violent free-for-all. Everyone seemed convinced that every other person down there was out to kill them.

“MURDERERS!!! ASSASSINS!!!”

Russell, Nelson, and Porter watched stupefied as the marines blasted each other into unconsciousness. Luckily, none of them had the sense to set their weapons above stun. The entire staff of waiters and cooks from the Andorian restaurant poured out into the mall brandishing bizarre cooking utensils and bits of raw animal. Phaser blasts and food bits flew around the mall at a frantic pace.

“Give me this,” Porter said, grabbing the can away from Russell. He turned the can over and looked at the bottom.

“This stuff’s expired!” Porter said. Nelson looked over his shoulder.

“Use by Stardate 47988.”

“So?” Russell demanded.

“So look!” Nelson said, pointing at the madness below.

“On the bright side, most of the marines are taken care of,” Porter said. “Let’s get to Ops and finish this. I’m in the mood to repay Lazlo for his earlier kindness to me.”

Dr. Nelson checked the power setting on her phaser and holstered it.

“Yeah, I’ve got a few kindnesses to repay myself.”



In the dark, unexplored void of the Delta Quadrant, a Borg cube unexpectedly collided with a solid object. The collective mind running the ship was confused. Sensors had not shown anything. There should be nothing there. This was out of the ordinary.

The Borg checked their sensors, comparing the mysterious object to all known items in the collective mind. They determined it to be a foot, a very very large foot. Further scans noted that the foot was attached to an equally large leg, which was attached to an equally large thigh, and so on. A hand grabbed the cube and lifted it up in front of a very large pair of eyes.

Evidently, they had hit a being of some sort. Since it was unknown, the collective demanded it be assimilated.

“We are the Borg. We will assimilate you and combine your biological uniqueness with our own.”

From nowhere and everywhere came the reply.

“Nah, I don’t think so.”

The being let go of the cube, and it began to fall. This confused the Borg since there was no gravity in space. Before they had too much time to ponder, their fall was abruptly ended by a collision from the foot, sending them flying away out of control.

The collective tried to find an adaptive defense to the drop kick as they hurtled away from the being, but the cube landed in a sun and was obliterated before they got much beyond “Damn, that was a big foot.”



“This is getting dull,” the giant Lisa Beck said, sitting down on a nearby asteroid. Karyna, still her normal size, stood on Beck’s shoulder listening to her pupil. “There’s just not a lot of satisfaction in destroying cube after cube. I mean, when you’ve seen one Borg, you’ve seen them all. That’s kind of the point.”

“Maybe you should go after someone more personally aggravating.”

“I’ve already done everything to Sean Russell I want to,” Beck said. Funny, somehow the name meant less to her now. He was just a name, a being she encountered. Serving together on the Secondprize and Waystation seemed to be in another life.

“Isn’t there anyone else?” Karyna asked.

“No one I hold a grudge with,” Beck said.

“What about someone doing something to you now?”

“How would I know that?”

Karyna laughed. “Just reach out with your mind and look.”

Beck closed her eyes and concentrated. Everything that everyone she ever knew was doing right at that moment appeared before her. Amazingly to her, she had no trouble keeping it all straight. All of it flickered away, though, as she focused in on one man: Colonel Martin Lazlo.

“That power hungry bastard,” Beck said softly.

“I see we’ve found someone,” Karyna said.

“Oh yes,” Beck said, opening her eyes. Karyna was almost taken aback by the dark look in them. “And he is going to pay very, very dearly for this one.” She snapped her fingers, sending them both towards Waystation.





Chapter Fourteen



Bradley looked down at John Jacob Astor’s decapitated corpse on the deck in front of him, then back up at the Grecin.

“Leximas!” it growled. Bradley quickly considered how to handle this situation. If he told the Grecin that Lexi was gone, it might kill him and chase the lifeboat, putting more people in danger. If he did nothing, it would kill him, then continue searching the ship, hopefully going down with the Titanic before it realized Leximas wasn’t on board. Or, there was Plan C. He knew he couldn’t change history, but perhaps he could make history work for him.

“She’s on the bridge,” Bradley said quickly, pointing down the deck toward the rising water.

“Bridge?” the Grecin asked, scratching its head in confusion.

“Yeah, down the deck. Last door on the right. You can’t miss it.” Bradley put his hands on the Grecin’s shoulders and spun him around in the right direction. “Now, remember, last door on the right.”

“Okay.” The Grecin lumbered off down the deck towards the bridge. Bradley watched him go, desperately hoping he’d timed this right. Once it got to the water, the Grecin stopped and turned back to Bradley.

“Last door under water!” it shouted.

“Don’t worry! She can hold her breath a really long time!” Bradley looked up above the Grecin. He was perfectly positioned.

The thunderous roar of buckling metal filled the air suddenly as Smokestack Number Two gave way and came crashing down towards the deck. The Grecin was about to say something else to Bradley but was silenced by several thousand tons of falling metal.

“That ought to hold you,” Bradley said smugly, wiping is hands of the whole affair. Now, he just had to find a way off of the ship before it was too late.

He watched the deckhands lowering another lifeboat, then checked his watch. 2:00. Twenty minutes until the end. That would be the last of the lifeboats to leave the Titanic in anything resembling an orderly fashion. His only hope now was one of the two collapsible lifeboats that the officers were trying to free from the roof of the officers’ quarters. One of these, Collapsible B, would overturn, leaving men clinging to its upside-down hull until they were rescued. The other, Collapsible A, would be washed off the ship as it sank, flooding the little lifeboat with water, but not enough to make it go down along with the Titanic.

Thinking about it, he couldn’t go to Collapsible B. If he took a position clinging to that lifeboat, another person who was supposed to survive the disaster may die. Collapsible A was riskier, but the best option considering the circumstances.



Out in her lifeboat, Leximas blocked out all that was going on around her. Concentration and inner peace were required at this time. She closed her eyes and began to chant softly to herself a little mantra that her teacher had given her for times of crisis.

Several minutes later, her arm was shaken by the woman sitting next to her.

“You alive there?”

“I am,” Leximas said without opening her eyes. Peace was attained; all was now possible.

“You’re about to miss the show, dearie.”

Leximas opened her eyes slowly and looked over at the Titanic, although she did not really need to. In her mind, she could see the vessel and everyone on board more clearly than her eyes could.

“I must go,” Leximas said.

“Go where?” the woman said with a humorless laugh. “There’s nowhere to go out here.”

In response to the woman’s comment, Leximas levitated up out of the lifeboat and floated back towards the Titanic.

“Then again…”. She pulled a flask out from under her shawl and took a swig of whiskey to clear her head. The cold air obviously had gotten her hallucinating.



Bradley climbed up to the top of the deckhouse and made his way towards Collapsible A, where several officers were desperately trying to free the boat before water swamped them. They weren’t having much luck, and the water was already splashing into the small lifeboat. Bradley raced over and set to work helping them. The icy Atlantic water nearly knocked him overboard as the first wave slammed into him. Bitter cold seeped through his clothes tormenting his skin. If he had any romantic illusions left about the Titanic sinking, that wave destroyed them.

“There she goes, lads!” the officer nominally in charge of the boat shouted. The boat slipped into the water just as the deck sunk away beneath their feet. Bradley was about to leap into the boat when a muscled hand grabbed him from behind and yanked him back onto the Titanic. The Grecin had him and was running toward the stern of the ship with Bradley tucked under its right arm.

“Give me Leximas now!” it shouted. Bradley looked around at his captor. The Grecin was missing its left arm and otherwise looked beat to total hell. The thing was damn persistent, though.

“Put me down first,” Bradley said. The ship was sinking faster now, and the Grecin was having to work harder to run uphill against the slanting vessel.

“No down! Leximas or die!”

“We’re both going to die if we don’t get out of here.”

“Grecin not die without Leximas.”

This conversation wasn’t getting him anywhere. As the Grecin ran up the deck, Bradley reached out with his free hand trying to grab some debris or anything he could use. A bit of piping that had come loose and was hanging from a ventilator shaft finally presented Bradley with an opportunity. He grabbed the pipe and slammed it into the Grecin’s already-battered kneecap. The Grecin howled in pain and dropped Bradley. Bradley scrambled to his feet and jabbed the pipe into the gaping hole where the creature’s left arm used to be. Not taking the time to see the results of his attack, Bradley pulled the pipe back out and sprinted towards the stern, stopping at the edge of the deck house. It was a long way back down to the deck; Bradley was sure if he jumped that he’d break something or seriously hurt one of the hundreds of people clamoring towards the stern in a futile attempt to avoid the advancing water.

Behind him, he could hear the Grecin charging. If Bradley jumped, the Grecin would jump, too, and start massacring the people below. They were all going to die anyway, but Bradley didn’t want them ripped limb from limb.

He turned to face the Grecin, raising his already-bloody pipe into the air.

“Stay back!” Bradley shouted.

“Leximas.”

“You can’t get her. She’s far away from here now.”

“Then you die for helping her.”

“I thought you were only supposed to kill your target.”

“Or anyone who gets in the way of target,” the Grecin said, grinning hideously with it’s pointed and mangled teeth. It started moving towards Bradley again. Bradley aimed the pipe and tested its weight again. He only had one shot at this.

The Grecin took two more steps, then Bradley threw the pipe. It flew straight into its target, piercing the Grecin through its left eye and lodging in what little brain the creature had. The Grecin staggered backwards, letting out the most agonized cry of pain Bradley had ever heard. Furious, it ripped the pipe out of its head and tossed it off the ship.

“Die,” it said weakly, hobbling toward Bradley. It weaved around like a drunk as it tried to get to its intending victim. Bradley backed up right to the edge of the deck. The Grecin was almost right on him. The monster may have been on the edge of death, but it was probably going to take Bradley with him.

Bradley felt two hands grab him under his arms and suddenly hoist him off the deckhouse just as the Grecin made its final charge. The creature plowed right through the empty air where Bradley had been a moment before and plunged toward the deck below.

A spontaneous hole opened up in the panicked crowd on the deck just at the spot where the Grecin was falling. It hit the deck, then was trampled as the hole closed just as spontaneously as it had opened.

“No Leximas,” the creature gasped, then died as yet another booted foot kicked it in the head.



“I am pleased I was not too late,” Leximas said, lifting Bradley a bit higher into the air. Below them, the Titanic tilted almost straight up, then made its final descent beneath the waves, carrying 1,500 unfortunates and one Grecin to their deaths.

“Your timing was perfect, actually,” Bradley said. “Very dramatic.”

“Thank you. And now that we have defeated Karyna’s plan for our demise, we must return to Waystation to end this madness.”

“If you’ve got any ideas, I’d love to hear them,” Bradley said. The Atlantic had covered over the Titanic, leaving only watery blackness beneath them. “They don’t have spaceflight or time travel yet.”

“This could present some difficulties,” Leximas said thoughtfully. Even with her great mental abilities and connections to the universe, she could not manipulate time and space sufficiently to return them home.

“Any other suggestions?” Bradley replied.

“Well, minus any means of transportation, my first suggestion is to find somewhere to land,” Leximas said. “You are quite heavy, Mister Dillon.”

“I prefer to think of it as a healthy build,” Bradley said, patting his stocky frame. “Not fat, just imposing.”

“And heavy.”

“I hear you. I hear you. Follow the lifeboats. The Carpathia will be arriving soon to rescue the survivors.”





Chapter Fifteen



“Ops to Starfleet Square. Report,” Lazlo ordered. Thus far, the responses from his marines had been incoherent.

“Get thee back to hell, demon!” a female voice screamed through the comm system.

“What the hell was that?” Lazlo said.

“Sounded like Corporal Sheppard,” Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal said from the tactical console.

“Find out what’s going on down there,” Lazlo said. O’Neal walked to the turbolift shaft and stepped inside thoroughly expecting there to be a car waiting for him.

A scream of surprise and alarm echoed through the shaft as O’Neal fell four stories down to the roof of a jammed turbolift and landed with a bone-crunching thud.

Lieutenant Porter, who had locked the turbolift down there and was in the process of trying to open the lift doors on the ops level, was also a bit surprised as O’Neal fell past him.

“Sorry about that,” Porter called down to him. Well, now that the doors were open, he could get to work on the whole business of retaking the station.

Porter dove through the turbolift doors, phaser drawn, and charged into ops. Russell and Nelson, who were on the shaft ladder just below the doors, scrambled up after him to provide back-up.

“Lazlo!” Porter shouted, aiming his weapon at Lazlo. Russell and Nelson jumped into ops and covered the three marines aiming rifles at Porter.

Lazlo whirled to face Porter, surprised at the newcomers. Then, a flash of white light to his left followed by the sudden appearance of Commander Beck and Karyna distracted his attention.

“LAZLO!” Beck shouted, her voice reverberating almost supernaturally throughout ops.

“Boy, Colonel, you’re becoming a popular guy,” Porter said smiling.

“I should disintegrate you slowly, atom by atom,” Beck said grabbing Lazlo by the collar and hoisting him into the air as if the large marine weighed nothing.

Another flash of light announcing the arrival of Q, Morales, and Jones interrupted Beck in mid-threat.

“Karyna, my love, I’ve come for you!” Q stated dramatically, going down on one knee.

“Oh goody,” Karyna said.

“Who is this?” Beck said.

“My ex,” Karyna said. “Go away, Q.”

“Can you put me down?” Lazlo gasped.

“No!” Beck shouted.

“Commander, are you all right?” Porter asked.

“She’s one of them,” Russell said.

“Should we shoot her, sir?” one of the marines asked.

“Yes,” Lazlo said.

“NO!” Beck, Porter, Nelson, Morales, Jones, and Russell shouted.

“Russell, put the marines under arrest,” Porter said.

“Yes, sir.”

“Hey, I’m security chief,” Lazlo said. Beck plopped him down on the deck roughly.

“Not anymore,” Beck said.

“Q, get to it,” Jones said.

“Are you guys okay?” Porter asked Morales and Jones.

“We’re fine,” Morales said. “Q’s just in love.”

“WOULD SOMEBODY TELL ME WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON?” Nelson screamed finally.

“Whose version would you like?” Karyna asked.

“We’re wasting time,” Beck said. Lazlo, who was trying to sneak toward the jefferies tube access hatch, suddenly found himself spread-eagled on a table in the middle of ops. Several mini-saw blades popped up at the edges of the table and started cutting their way towards his body.

“Let me go, Beck,” Lazlo shouted in a panic. “Marines, do something.”

The marines trained their rifles on Beck. Before they could fire, she snapped her fingers, causing the weapons to fly up into the air and stun the marines into unconsciousness.

“I can’t believe you gave her powers,” Q said to Karyna.

“She’s your replacement, Q. Get over it,” Karyna said.

“Replacement!” Morales, Jones, Porter, Russell, Lazlo, and Nelson shouted. The officers, except for Lazlo who was fastened down, surrounded Beck, demanding explanations and talking over each other in an incomprehensible babble. “You can’t go”

“What about Starfleet?”

“This is insane!”

“Let me off of this table first, damn you!”

“Don’t listen to Karyna. She’s nuts.”

“ENOUGH!” Karyna shouted above the din. She snapped her fingers; everyone except her, Q, and Beck found themselves encased in clear spheres and floating around ops.

Beck watched her crew and the marines bobbing around helplessly. She could see they were pounding on their floating prisons and shouting at her, but no sound could escape the bubble.

“Much better,” Karyna said. She turned on Q. “Now, to take care of my other annoyance.”

“Can they breathe in those things?” Beck asked, interrupting whatever Karyna had been about to do.

“Sure. Until the air runs out,” Karyna said smiling wickedly. “Watching them suffocate should be a kick.”

“I should never have granted you the gift of Q,” Q said, shaking his head sadly.

“You’re worried about these little maggots,” Karyna said. “They’re just the latest toys. We’ve already killed several Borg and, of course, my dear friend Leximas and her little companion.”

“Leximas?” Beck said. “What did you do with her and Bradley Dillon?”

“They had a boating accident a few hundred years ago,” Karyna snapped. “What does it matter?”

“This must end,” Q said.

“I don’t think so,” Karyna said, snapping her fingers.

Q vanished in a flash of light…

…then reappeared almost immediately.

“Don’t think your powers outstrip mine, my darling,” Q said, stalking over to her. With a wave of his hand, his black jumpsuit turned into a tuxedo with tails. “I know what you want.”

“To get away from you,” Karyna shouted. She snapped again. Nothing happened.

“You aren’t going anywhere,” Q said.

Karyna leapt at Q, slamming her hands against the sides of Q’s head and refusing to let go. Q staggered and fell back for a moment, then regained his balance and pushed back against Karyna. She screamed, but kept her hold on him. Energy crackled and flickered around their bodies as Karyna tried to destroy Q.

“Lisa,” Karyna gasped. “Help me!”

“Stay out of this, human,” Q said.

Beck took a step toward Karyna, ready to jump in to fight Q. Then, she stopped, looking around at her friends slowly dying in the bubbles floating around her. Karyna had done this to them. Not that Beck was much better. She’d been treating the universe like a toy. Karyna had completely seduced her with the idea of power and pleasure. Now, everyone was paying the price for her weakness. It couldn’t go on anymore. Despite what Karyna had shown her and given her, she was still Lisa Beck, a Starfleet officer.

Beck snapped her fingers, vaporizing the spheres. Her crew and the marines fell to the deck, gasping for air. Before Karyna could react to her protégé’s betrayal, Beck pushed her away from Q and slammed her into the viewscreen. Q fell backwards against the tactical console, trying to recover.

Karyna recovered quickly from Beck’s assault and attacked her, locking her hands on Beck’s head. Beck’s mind felt like it was being electrocuted. She tried to fight back with her powers, but the pain was too much for her. She collapsed to the deck as Karyna held on.

“We could have been so good together,” Karyna said softly. Beck heard the words and felt them in her mind. Karyna had completely invaded her being and was ripping her apart piece by piece, just as Beck had threatened to do to Lazlo moments earlier. Unable to take it anymore, Beck’s mind and body tried to shut down, but couldn’t. Karyna wouldn’t allow it.

“Oh no, you’re going to get to experience every bit of this,” Karyna’s voice echoed in her head.



Lieutenant Russell pulled himself to his feet, weak from lack of oxygen. Through the pain in his lungs and the pounding in his brain, he heard Beck scream. Forcing his head clear, he saw Karyna looming over Beck’s writhing body. If it weren’t for the fact that Beck was dying, Russell probably would have found the whole thing highly erotic. He started to charge.



Beck heard a faint shout from somewhere, then a collision. The pain suddenly stopped. Forcing her eyes open, she saw Russell tackling Karyna against the science console.

“Sean…no,” Beck whispered. Karyna would destroy him in a second.

“Get down, Sean!” Lieutenant Porter shouted. Russell dove to Karyna’s feet as Porter, Nelson, Morales, and Jones opened fire with their phasers. “Keep the frequencies modulating.” Porter knew it probably wouldn’t have any effect, but it would at least distract Karyna for a second.

Karyna turned toward her attackers as Russell scurried along the floor over to Beck. “Are you alright, Commander?” Russell asked. Beck smiled weakly. He could swear he saw her mouth, “I’m sorry.”

“I should have killed you all outright,” Karyna said, shrugging off the phaser assault. She raised her arm, preparing to end their lives. Suddenly, Q was behind her. He dipped her back and kissed her deeply on the lips.

“Let me go!” Karyna shouted, pushing Q away.

“Ah, my intemperant darling,” Q said. “You must come back to me. I have so much to show you, so many wonders to explore.”

“I’ll explore them alone, thank you.” She snapped her fingers. Nothing happened.

“I don’t think you’ll get very far,” Q said. Karyna snapped and snapped and snapped. Absolutely nothing was happening.

“My powers!” she wailed, realizing it was all over. She fell to the deck crying.

“I’ll get you something better,” Q said. The omnipotent being walked over to Beck and Russell and helped the commander to her feet. “Thank you for your interference,” Q said. “She’s a feisty one.”

“You’re welcome,” Beck said, barely holding herself upright. Q placed his hand on her forehead. All the pain and fatigue melted away.

“That should take care of things,” Q said. Beck snapped her fingers. Nothing happened. It was actually a relief. “My work here is done. I’ll be taking my lovely bride-to-be home now.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you,” Karyna said picking herself up off the deck.

“This just is not getting us anywhere,” Q said. “Maybe if I put things another way.” With a wave of his hand, the lights in ops turned into multi-colored strobes. Q, the Waystation crew, and the marines were wearing purple-sequined tuxedos.

“What in the world?” Nelson exclaimed. Music started blaring through ops.

“Oh no,” Morales said. Involuntarily, his hips began to rock to the beat. The same force had overtaken the others as well.

“Please no. I can’t take this,” Lazlo said, his still unconscious marines dancing beside him.

“I get the feeling we don’t have a lot of choice,” Beck said.

“She catches on quick,” Q said. A microphone appeared in his hand as he turned back to Karyna.



Q:

I want you to know,

I’m crazy for you,

I won’t stop my quest,

Until you are mine.



“Come on, people. Don’t be shy,” Q said, waiving his hands at the crew. The song suddenly overtook their bodies.

“He’s got to be kidding,” Nelson said.

“What?” Russell said. “I kind of like it. What song is this?”

“I borrowed a hit from your planet’s library,” Q replied. “Alanis Morrisette is the singer’s name. I have, of course, taken a few liberties with the lyrics. Now, if we could get to the rest of the song please?

“Sorry,” Russell said.

“Thank you. Now, Mister Morales, Miss Jones, if you would be so kind?”

“We don’t know the words,” Morales said. Q smiled and waved his hand.

“Now you do.”



Jones/Morales:

Q is a really cool guy;

He’s not a wimpy small fry.

All of the universe is his theater.



Q always knows how and why;

He’s just so smart you could cry.

Come live the life of an omnipotent creature.



Porter/Nelson:

And Karyna he wants you it is true don’t be blue because he wants you to be by his side.



Marines and Lazlo:

You should go!



Beck/Russell:

And every time you see his face, you will know you are glad and not sad that you are his bride.



Marines and Lazlo:

Don’t say no!



Q:

’Cause I’m here to romance you,

And convince you that you’re in love with me.

It’s no use to deny it.

To your heart, I’m the one that holds the key.



All:

Q loves you so!



“What do you have to say?” Q said as the lights came back up.

“I used to be able to do that,” Karyna whined.

“She’s getting grumpy, I’m afraid,” Q said. “I better get her home to bed.”

“Wait!” Porter shouted. “Two of our people are still missing.”

“Karyna evidently did something to two of our colleagues,” Beck said to Q, pulling uncomfortably at the purple tux. “Could you try to find them for us?”

“Hold on.” Q stood silently for a moment, then started chuckling to himself. “Very nasty.”

“What?” Beck asked.

“Karyna put them on a sinking ship in your planet’s past hoping to kill them off. Your people were a bit too clever for her, though.”

“Can you bring them back?” Porter asked. Q stared at him a second, looking disgusted at the question.

“I am Q. Of course, I can bring them back.”

“Then, please do so,” Beck said. “And give us our uniforms back. These pants are giving me the mother of all wedgies.”

“Here you are, madam.” Q waved his hand in a broad, dramatic gesture, changing everyone’s clothes back to normal in a flash of light.

With another wave, two deck chairs holding Bradley Dillon and Leximas appeared in the middle of ops. They were bundled up in ratty clothes and blankets that read “S.S. Carpathia.” Each of them held a steaming mug of coffee. Surprised at the sudden scenery shift, Bradley tossed his mug into the air. It sailed across ops, landing on top of Karyna’s prone and sobbing form. She screamed and started pulling at her clothes to get the scalding liquid away from her skin.

“Sorry,” Bradley said, getting up out of his seat. He got a look at who he tossed the coffee on. “Never mind. I’m not sorry.”

“I am grateful to see all of you,” Leximas said, rising from her chair. “Mister Dillon and I were concerned that we were going to have to live out the rest of our lives in the distant past.”

“Q here was kind enough to rescue you,” Beck said, gesturing to Q, who bowed deeply.

“I am sorry that Karyna tried to kill you,” Q said. “It’s my fault really. I never should have given her those powers.”

“Shut up! All of you!” Karyna shouted. She had pulled herself together and was standing defiantly by the viewscreen. Leximas walked over to her former pupil, eying Karyna coldly.

“Greetings, Karyna,” Leximas said.

“How did you survive?” Karyna demanded flabbergasted.

“Teamwork,” Bradley called from behind Leximas.

“I am most unpleased with your behavior,” Leximas said. “I had hoped that time away from the Homeworld would show you the error of your hedonistic ways.”

“Wrong. They just set in more deeply,” Karyna said smiling. “I may have lost my powers, but I still have my way of life. You’re so pathetic with your so-called wisdom and damn inner peace. I tried to kill you, and the most your enlightened mind can come up with is ‘I am most unpleased.’ The Homeworld way is all you know. I’ve broadened my mind.”

“I too have learned from the cultures I’ve encountered,” Leximas said. “Humans especially.”

“And just what have you learned from the puny beings?”

Leximas hauled back and clobbered Karyna with a right cross, knocking Karyna’s smug self out cold.

“I found that extremely satisfying,” Leximas said.

“I’m so proud,” Bradley beamed.

“Well, if everyone’s finished harassing my beloved, I’ll be on my way,” Q said.

“Thanks for everything, Q,” Beck said, extending her hand. Instead of shaking it, Q kissed Beck’s hand softly.

“A pleasure, madam. Farewell.” Q waved his hand; he and Karyna vanished in a flash.

“Well, I’m glad that’s over,” Lazlo said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be returning to my office.” He headed towards the turbolift doors.

“Lazlo!” Beck said.

“Let him go, Commander,” Porter said, a smile tugging at his lips. Beck considered her science officer for a moment. “Trust me,” Porter said, eyes sparkling. Beck had known Craig Porter long enough to know he was up to something.

“Get out of here, Colonel,” Beck said.

“Thank you, Porter,” Lazlo said. “Nice to see you don’t hold a grudge.”

Lazlo walked into the turbolift…at least what he thought was going to be a turbolift. With a long scream, Lazlo plummetted down several decks smashing down on top of the stopped turbolift car next to Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal.

“Me? Hold a grudge? Never,” Porter said smiling.



Chapter Sixteen





Commander Lisa Beck sat at the head of the table in the ops conference room about to break several of the Starfleet regulations she was sworn to uphold. Considering the circumstances, though, it seemed like the best option. With her at the table sat Russell, Nelson, Lazlo, Morales, Jones, Bradley Dillon, and Leximas. Finally, Lieutenant Porter entered, completing the list.

“All surveillance equipment has been otherwise occupied,” Porter said, taking his seat at Beck’s left hand.

“Good,” Beck said. She leaned forward in her chair to address the group. “All right, as all of us know, the last couple days have been a bit out of the ordinary for us…for anyone, I imagine. In this time, most have us have done things that could have some negative repercussions on our careers.”

“No kidding,” Russell said.

“For you, Lieutenant, we have disobeying a direct order and exposing civilians to harmful substances just for starters. Mister Porter and Doctor Nelson have the same harmful substances charge along with Porter’s sabotage of the turbolifts. Yeoman Jones was drunk while on duty. Morales misplaced a runabout.”

“Q was supposed to bring it back,” Morales insisted.

“Well, he didn’t, and so far we haven’t been able to find it,” Beck said.

“Colonel Lazlo has mutiny, assault, and several other violations associated with the takeover of Waystation, any one of which could get him drummed out of the corps.”

“I’m taking you with me, Beck,” Lazlo spat angrily. “You’re far from innocent here.”

“Very true,” Beck said. “I’ve got my own list of crimes. Dereliction of duty, assault on a fellow officer, conduct unbecoming, accessory to attempted murder. I don’t think I need to go on.”

“Is there a point here?” Lazlo asked.

“Would you please shut up?” Bradley said.

“I agree, Colonel,” Leximas added. “And as civilians, we are immune to your barbaric yelling.”

“Thank you both,” Beck said. “Now then, Colonel Lazlo, my point is that I have decided to erase the last couple of days.”

“What do you mean erase?” Bradley said.

“We’re pressing the reset button, Mister Dillon,” Beck said. “As long as everyone in this room agrees, that is. This means that no charges will be filed, no reports will be sent to Starfleet, no log entries referring to these events will be made.”

“But the surveillance…” Russell began.

“…has been taken care of,” Porter finished.

“As far as I am concerned, things will go back to the way they were before any of this mess started,” Beck said. “Any objections?”

“Does this mean I get my job back?” Russell asked.

“Yes, Lieutenant. And if you keep performing like you did while I was gone, it won’t be in danger ever again.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Russell said.

“You’re really going to let me off that easy?” Lazlo asked.

“It depends on if you’re going to let me off easy,” Beck said.

“As tempting as it is to destroy you, Beck; it’s just not worth it.”

“Then we’re agreed?” Beck asked.

“I believe Mister Dillon would concur with me on this. We will not say anything if you don’t,” Leximas said.

“Hear hear,” Bradley said.

“I’d just rather forget the whole thing,” Nelson said.

“Ditto,” Morales said.

“It never happened,” Jones said.

“What are you talking about?” Porter said.

“Seems we’re unanimous,” Russell said.

“Good. Dismissed.”

The group quickly started to disperse.

“Russell, could you stay a second,” Beck said. Once everyone else was gone, she walked over to her security chief.

“Sean, I want to thank you for what you did for me,” Beck said. “You most likely saved all of our lives.”

“That’s what security chiefs do,” Russell said.

“I don’t think many security chiefs would charge headlong at an omnipotent being. But, I’m glad you did.”

“You were in danger,” Russell said. “I didn’t want anything to happen.”

“You’re a better friend than I am,” Beck said. “I don’t know how to begin to apologize for what I did to you. There was no reason…”

“I think Karyna and what she gave you was reason enough,” Russell said. “I don’t blame you. Besides, I’m the one who pissed you off in the first place. Karmic revenge, I guess.”

“Thanks, Sean,” Beck said. “Dismissed.”



“Well, that was one of the weirdest staff meetings I’ve ever been to,” Dr. Nelson said as she and Lieutenant Porter rode the turbolift towards the lower saucer.

“What meeting?” Porter said.

“Playing this one to the hilt, I see.”

“I don’t like to do things halfway. As far as I’m concerned, the last few days never happened.”

“Including asking me out, I assume,” Nelson said. For one of the few times in his life, Porter didn’t have a snappy comeback. He stared at the wall silently. “So much for my bedside manner.”

“Touchy subject,” Porter said.

“Would it help if I told you I changed my mind?” Nelson said. “As long as it’s understood that this is simply as friends.”

“Anything to pull you away from that research,” Porter said. “How about eighteen hundred at that new place that opened next to Bradley’s store, Victoria’s?”

“The old-style British pub place.”

“Right.”

“See you there.”

“I can’t come to your quarters to get you?”

“Don’t push your luck, Porter.”



Bradley walked Leximas back to her meditation alcove in Starfleet Square Mall even though he wasn’t sure that she wanted him there. She hadn’t spoken at all since they left ops.

“Thanks for coming along,” Bradley said once they’d reached the entrance.

“The experience was all you said it would be,” Leximas said.

“Well, I should go check on my shop. Make sure those rampaging marines didn’t do any damage.” Bradley turned to go.

“Bradley,” Leximas said. He was stunned by the sound of his first name. She never used it. “If you are free later, perhaps I could show you a holodeck program I have been working on.”

“What is it?”

“A mountain from my homeworld. I used to meditate at the summit.”

“That’s all we’re going to do? Meditate?”

“Yes.”

“Sounds very relaxing,” Bradley said. “Just come and get me when you’re ready.”

“I will do that. Good evening, Mister Dillon.” He entered her alcove without another word. Bradley headed back to his shop feeling a lot less lonely than he had in years.



Lieutenant Commander Morales walked into his quarters ready to sleep for days. Unfortunately, his bed was occupied.

Laying on top of his covers, with a red bow wrapped around it, was the missing runabout, shrunk to six feet in length.

“Q!”



Epilogue



Q felt as though a whole new universe had been opened up to him. Thanks to Karyna, he was out exploring the cosmos, experiencing new sensations and reveling in them. Tina Jones had been right. No one wanted to mope around in some Q-created pocket dimension forever. Karyna needed to get out and see the wonders of space. And Q, acting as her guide, was enjoying their trips immensely. Now if only her could get Karyna to perk up. She’d seemed very depressed since their return from Waystation. She’d come around though.

She had to. Omnipotence was attractive, it was irresistible, it was…sexy.



Time had ceased to have any meaning for Karyna. Q had been yanking her around the universe to an endless series of parties, ceremonies, cosmic events, and spectacular views. She’d seen more places already than she could have in a lifetime of traveling on her own. Now if only she could get away from Q. He just couldn’t seem to take a hint. While she didn’t mind it in herself, omnipotence was really obnoxious in others.



“Time to go,” Q said.

“Not again,” Karyna replied. “We just got back from the firedancer planet.”

“Oh, but this is much better. Pofolos is about to go supernova. I can get us front row seats.”

“Yee haa. I’d rather stay here.”

“Would you prefer to link instead?”

“I’ve got a headache.”

“Fine. How about a dance?” He scooped Karyna up and started twirling her around the empty whiteness of the pocket dimension they called home. “What was the song you did for that human? Oh yes.”



I could have danced all night,

I could have danced all night,

And still have begged for more.



“Q, don’t”



I could have spread my wings,

And done a thousand things,

I’ve never done before.



“AAAAAAAAAUUUUUUUGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHH!!!”






RENOVATIONS


Gridlock

By Alan Decker and Anthony Butler



“Renovations” concept by Alan Decker and Anthony Butler



“I miss my stars,” Commander Lisa Beck sighed as she watched the scene outside of ops rotate lazily by. Lately, the viewports were crammed with the dull gray of hull plates and the effervescent glow of warp nacelles passing by. Beck just had to admit it. Waystation’s mission was successful; unfortunately, that success was causing a major traffic jam.

“Look at that,” Lieutenant Craig Porter said, stepping up behind Beck and looking over her shoulder. “The Captain of the Nottaway is changing her pants again.”

Beck scowled and turned away from the viewport. “Go back to your station, Porter.”

“Don’t worry, Commander. I’m sure the men’s lockerroom on the Arkan will be rotating by shortly.”

“I’m not in the mood tonight, Lieutenant,” Beck said, pushing by Porter and heading over to the docking console, where Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales, Waystation’s first officer, was busily trying to direct the maelstrom of traffic outside.

“Maysfield, two degrees to port…no, no, starboard! Watch it, T’san!” Morales frantically tapped at the docking console as tiny icons spun haphazardly around his screen.

Beck placed a hand on Morales’s shoulder. “How are you holding up, Commander?”

“Just great. Two Benzite transports just tried to dock at the same arm and almost crashed. Meanwhile, there’s a Pakled freighter that’s asking for emergency permission to dock. The Captain is saying they have two hundred kilos of raspberry jello to deliver and it’s going bad as we speak, and they’re demanding to know when Lieutenant Russell’s going to pay for his case of whipped cream.”

“Whipped–? Wait, I don’t even want to know.” Beck held up her hand. “Listen, just tell them the lot’s full.”

“But what about the jello?” Morales asked. “I said we’re full!”

“But there’s always room for jello,” Porter said with a smirk.

Beck glared at Porter and stormed into the turbolift. “I’m breaking for dinner. I’ll be back when this mess is over.”

“Nice knowing you!” Porter said, waving.

Beck’s grimace deepened as the turbolift doors closed.



Commander Beck was put in mind of Christmas as she pushed through the throng of shoppers in Starfleet Square Mall. She was bombarded by voices, exotic smells, and recieved several suspicious nudges as she made her way to the Andorian restaurant for what she hoped might be a nice, quiet meal. As she passed Bradley Dillon’s supply depot, three phaser blasts seared the air over her head. Beck’s Starfleet training took over as she whipped her head around, trying to ascertain what had happened.

Two especially grungy-looking Yridians fell to the deck at Beck’s feet.



“Sorry, Commander,” Bradley said, holstering his gleaming Klingon disruptor.

Beck looked up at Bradley. “I take it these guys didn’t like your easy credit terms?”

Bradley shook his head. “Shoplifters. Since security has been spread so thin lately I’ve taken to defending my own store. Puts me in mind of the ancient frontier days. You know, man fighting to survive against–”

“Lieutenant Russell,” Beck said tiredly. “Clean-up in the Mall. Section twelve.”

“On my way,” came a hurried reply from Russell “…eventually.”

Sighing, Beck continued on to the restaurant, not caring to stay and chat with Bradley Dillon.

As she made her way across the mall, Beck suddenly became aware of a voice rising above all the others.

“This way. Keep it moving. This isn’t a tourist spot. Buy or leave… no browsing!” Lieutenant Colonel Dan O’Neal barked, waving an orange flag officiously at the customers as they squirmed by.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Beck asked, irritated.

O’Neal straightened to attention. “Supervising crowd control on the main throughfare, SIR!”

“On whose authority?” Beck said. “Wait a minute, let me guess. Lazlo.”

“The Colonel believes that a Marine precence is necessary to ensure the safety of Waystation’s occupants, SIR!”

Beck took a deep breath. “First of all, that’s getting really irritating. Second, Lazlo doesn’t have the authority to post you boobs all over my station like some kind of damned occupation force!”

“Just following orders, SIR!”

“Do that again and I slap you,” Beck said, looking around the crowded mall. “Now where’s Lazlo?”

O’Neal let the faintest of grins cross his face. “That’s classified, SIR!”

The faint grin disappeared as soon as O’Neal saw the expression on Beck’s face. “Well, you’d better declassify it quick or I’ll have to classify you out the nearest airlock!”

The marine lost his practiced rigidity for a moment. “Uh…he’s outside directing traffic from aboard the Mongoose, s–ma’am.”

“Who does he think he is, a f**king crossing guard!” Beck said angrily.

She decided to hold off on dealing with Lazlo until after dinner. Besides, Morales could probably use all the help he could get.

On her way to the Andorian restaurant, Beck decided to poke her head into Lieutenant Russell’s office. When she arrived there, she realized that would be easier said than done. A long line of complaintants grumbled expectantly outside Russell’s office. Every couple of minutes, a bell would ring, and the number on the digital readout outside the office would increase by one.

“Now serving number one ninety-four,” the computer said in a nasal voice.

Two battered Klingons banged their heads together and proceeded into the office.

“What is this?” Beck asked, peering through the window and into Russell’s office.

“The ninth circle of hell,” a rather depressed looking Benzite said, lowering his head as he trudged forward in the line.

A couple of phaser blasts later, the bell sounded again.

“Now serving number one ninety-five.”

Beck decided it was best not to bother Russell at the moment.

Not surprisingly, the Andorian restaurant was packed.

With great trepidation, Commander Beck stood on her toes in an attempt to seek out her usual waiter. “Baughb!”

The ungainly Andorian precariously balanced a dish of flaming muflat in one hand and a freshly baked hughar pot pie in the other. “We are kind of busy right now, Commander.”

“Looks like it. Table for one.”

Baughb set the trays down at their respective tables and wiped a hand across his forehead, needling his way over to the podium where he greeted customers. “Let’s see…okay, something should come along in about two days.”

“TWO DAYS?” Beck asked incredulously. “You’ve got to be joking.”

Baughb indicated the seats in the food court behind Beck. “See all the people out there?

“What about them?”

“They’re all ahead of you in line for a table.”

“I don’t believe it. Some of them are eating.”

“If you’d been waiting here two days you might get hungry too.”

“Then why are they still here if they’ve already eaten?”

“Because they’re waiting for tomorrow’s dinner. Truth be told I don’t think they’re going to make it. However, Soup-on-a-Stick is supposed to be quite good.”

“Maybe I’ll just eat in my quarters,” Beck mumbled, turning on a heel.

“Commander, Commander, wait!” Ih’mad, the owner of the Andorian restaurant said, pushing through the crowd insistantly. He glared at Baughb.

“You imbecile! She’s the station commander!” Ih’mad turned to Beck. “Of course we have room for you! Come this way!”

Beck shrugged at Baughb as she folloed Ih’mad through the restaurant to her normal corner table. There, two Vulcans were enjoying a nice dish of grildarn spine salad-well, enjoying it as much as two vegetarians can enjoy something with a spine sticking out of it anyway.

“Well, thanks for coming, I’ll just put this on your tab!” Ih’mad said hurriedly, grabbing the Vulcans by the shoulders and forcefully shoving them toward the door.

“But we barely started eating,” one of the Vulcans said.

“It is not logical to eject us from the restaurant before we have finished our meal,” the other added, as Ih’mad heaved both of them out the door and onto the hard deck in front of the restaurant.

Baughb scuttled up to Ih’mad and handed him the unfinished bowl of salad. “Sir?”

“Here!” Ih’mad said, grabbing the bowl and hurling it at the Vulcans. “You can have it to go!”

Ih’mad returned to Beck’s table, bowing apologetically. “Sorry for the wait, ma’am. Care to see the wine list?”

Beck peered out the window at the Vulcans as they dusted off their rear ends and headed toward the soup place. “Are you sure they didn’t mind leaving early?”

The Andorian waved a hand dismissively. “Of course not. They said they were happy to let you have their table. Something about the needs of the one outweighing the needs of the many.”

“How nice,” Beck said, perusing the menu. After a quick glance, she looked back up at Ih’mad. “Could you tell me what the organ of the day is?”

“Yaxix lung in a delicious Marsala wine sauce, served over a bed of fluffy zzztrsis pilaf.”

“Sounds delicious,” Beck said. “I’ll have that and a cup of v’haspant with extra cream. And lay off the cinnamon this time!”

“Yes ma’am!” Ih’mad said, grabbing the menu and hurrying off to the kitchen.

Beck sat back and took a deep breath.

The Commander had almost let every nerve that had tightened in her body relax when she heard someone clear her throat.

“Can I talk to you for a minute, Commander?” Dr. Amedon Nelson asked, taking a seat before Commander Beck could even reply.

“Well, I guess so,” Beck said reluctantly. “What’s on your mind?”

“A caseload higher than a Klingon’s hair and twice as knotty,” Nelson sighed. “Where are all these people coming from?”

“Where aren’t they coming from is a better question,” Beck said, taking her v’haspant as the waiter gave it to her. She took a sip. “All over, I guess. Ever since the Multek problem was put on the back burner, more and more travelers are coming through here to head out to the frontier. The core of the Federation is getting crowded and people need room.”

“The galaxy is huge!” Nelson griped. “Why does everyone need to crowd in here?”

“Beats me. I could certainly think of better places to loiter.”



“Now serving number two hundred eight.”

Lieutenant Sean Russell put his head down on his desk hoping against hope that he’d fall into a mysterious coma that would take him away from all of this.

“Now serving number two hundred eight,” the computer repeated. Russell looked up. His office was empty. No angry people were waving their fists and screaming at him. Maybe he’d finally gotten through the entire line. A glance out the window blasted his tiny bit of hope into a million pieces. The line of complaints still stretched off down the mall concourse as far as he could see. At the head of the line, Krilik, the owner of the Klingon formal wear shop, was struggling with two female Tellarites. Russell wearily pulled himself out of his chair and went to see his next customers.

“What seems to be the problem?” he asked as Krilik and the two women tugged at a white dress made totally out of sparkling beads.

“They are ruining my creation,” Krilik said.

“I saw it first.”

“Not a chance, you bloated housak!”

“Just pick one of them, Krilik. It’s your shop,” Russell said. “I don’t have time for this.”

“You will make the time. I am an artist. These petty squabbles fall under your domain, human.”

“You always manage to make that sound so derrogatory.”

“Stop changing the subject. Do something!”

“Fine. Fine.” Russell turned to the battling Tellarites. “Ladies, if I could have your attention.”

They ignored him.

“You are too fat for this dress anyway!”

“Not for long! I’m on a diet!”

“HA!”

“Ladies, can we settle this peacefully?” Russell pleaded. “I’d hate to have to throw you in the brig over some crime of fashion.”

“LET GO!!!”

“NEVER! I will die with this dress clutched in my hands.”

“Have it your way.” The two Tellarites charged each other, falling to the deck in a flurry of hands and hooves.

“Ladies! Please!” Russell reached into the melee and tried to push the combatants apart. A brief pummeling later, Russell decided stronger measures were going to be necessary.

“Forget them!” Krilik shouted. “Save the dress!”

Russell spotted a section of the beaded garment just within reach. He grabbed it and gave it a swift tug. The dress immediately exploded in a hail of beads all over the floor.

“Oops,” Russell said softly.

“You patak!” Krilik bellowed, raising his arms to throttle Russell. He took two steps forward, then slipped on the beads. With a hideous shriek, the Klingon dressmaker toppled to the deck.

“Must be my lucky day,” Russell thought. He turned away from Krilik and realized how horribly wrong he was. Beings of every size and description were falling into one another as the beads rolled haphazardly along the deck. Collisions were leading to arguments to fights to brawls to battles to…total anarchy.



After being roughly ejected from the Adorian restaurant, the two Vulcans, Vonk and Sputnik, purchased two plomeek soups on a stick and entered Dillon’s Supply Depot. The store was crowded with potential customers, making it difficult for the Vulcans to peruse the shop’s wares in order to ascertain what supplies would be most beneficial to their journey into the unexplored reaches of the Beta Quadrant.

“I believe that horta repellent will be unnecessary,” Vonk said as Sputnik examined a bottle.

“I was merely attempting to understand the logic of repelling a species known to be benevolent.”

“Move it, pointy,” a burly Nausicaan grumbled as he pushed past Vonk and Sputnik, ramming them into the rack of shelves.

“Hey! You over there! The Vulcans!” a voice shouted above the din. The Vulcans noticed a man behind the sales counter pointing at them. A brief consideration of the situation allowed them to deduce that this was Bradley Dillon, the store’s proprietor.

“No food or drink allowed!” Bradley said, brandishing a phaser. “Get out until you’re done eating…and don’t drip anywhere!”

“I am thus far not finding our visit to Waystation to be amenable,” Vonk said.

“A most astute observation,” Sputnik replied.

Vonk turned to leave, accidently smashing his soup-on-a-stick against the arm of another Nausicaan.

“I believe that you have made a serious error,” Sputnik said.

“Indeed,” Vonk replied calmly. The Nausicaan roared, grabbed Vonk by his ears, and tossed him across the store. The still unfazed Vulcan collided with two surprised Betazoids, sending the entire group smashing into another set of shelves.

“I told you I sensed hostility,” one of the Betazoids gasped.

“You should not have attacked my companion,” Sputnik said, facing the Nausicaan.

“Why? Did you want to be first?” The Nausicaan grabbed for Sputnik, but the Vulcan quickly reached up and applied the nerve pinch to the angry being’s shoulder. The Nausicaan hit the floor unconscious a second later. Unfortunately, his two companions noticed the confrontation.

“Neat trick,” one of the Nausicaans said. “Too bad you won’t be able to do it anymore.”

“And why is that?” Sputnik asked, confused.

“Because I’m about to rip off both your arms.”

“I see.”

“Everyone freeze!” Bradley Dillon shouted. No one was paying attention. In fact, most of the customers were far too busy avoiding flying bodies and hurtling pieces of valuable merchandise to notice. His entire store was engulfed in violence. Not one to be left out, Bradley started shooting.



“I said MOVE ALONG!” Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal shouted, making sure to send ample amounts of spittle into the face of his poor victim.

“I want my mommy!” the child in front of him wailed.

“You lost your money in that vending machine fair and square, young man.

Accept your casualties and move on, soldier!”

“WAAAAAAAA!”

“You act this way toward children below the age of ascension,” a deep voice said from behind O’Neal. “You have no honor.”

O’Neal slowly turned and faced the newcomer.

“You have a problem with my style, mister,” O’Neal said, going toe to toe with the Klingon warrior who had intervened.

“Your…style…is nothing but cowardice,” the Klingon replied, baring his set of jagged teeth.

“And you’re blocking my traffic flow,” O’Neal said. “Move along before I have to take you down.”

“I will enjoying individually snapping every bone in your bloody carcass.”

“You want a piece of me?”

“When I am finished, pieces are all that will remain.”

Tired of the witty repartee, O’Neal threw the first punch.



“Would you care to order, ma’am?” Baughb asked Dr. Nelson.

“Water,” Nelson said. “And keep the chunks out of it.”

Baughb bowed stiffly and headed off toward the kitchen.

“I don’t understand how you can eat this stuff,” Nelson said, wrinkling her nose in disgust as Beck sliced off a hunk of yaxix lung.

“I spent a week on Andor with my Academy roommate visiting her family for the Festival of Garnish. Earth cuisine wasn’t exactly available.”

“That doesn’t mean you have to keep eating the crap.”

“I happen to like it, Doctor,” Beck said, raising her fork. She stopped and turned her head a bit toward the mall.

“Do you hear something?” she asked.

“Like what?”

“It sounds like thunder.”

“With all those bodies milling around out there, I can’t see a thing,” Nelson replied.

Suddenly, one of the milling bodies flew up above the crowd and smashed through the restaurant window, landing with a thud in the unused Mishtak pit.

“We have Mishtak!” Baughb exclaimed happily.

“No, we don’t,” Ih’mad replied. “Only paying customers are eligible for the free meal according to Andorian tradition.” Two more bodies flew through the windows, landing on tables and diners.

“Then what is this?” Baughb asked.

“A riot,” Ih’mad replied. “Get the flamethrower.”

“Right away.”

“I think we may have just overextended our seating capacity,” Nelson said.

“Oh hell,” Beck said softly, pushing her plate away. “Better grab a knife, Amedon. This could get ugly.”

“Uglier than your dinner? I doubt it.”

“Shut up and fight.”



Several minutes earlier, Lt. Commander Morales tapped madly at the docking console in a vain attempt to keep the tangle of ships outside Waystation from bumping into one another. “I don’t care what you plan on doing to my nervous system, Hvark, you can’t dock.”

“You realize we are here to bring resupply to the Andorian restaurant on your station,” the Hvark’s Andorian captain said threateningly.

“Listen, I think this station’s inhabitants can get by on canned spleen pie for a day or so.”

“By the Hive! Spleen pie is only good fresh!”

“Tell it to our complaint department,” Morales said, closing the channel and hailing the next in a long line of ships trying to dock.



Zzzk’varrnix, captain of the Hvark, cracked his knuckles. “This is ridiculous. They think we’ll just sit by while they show favor to some weenie Vulcans and idiot Pakleds?”

“Evidently,” Zzzk’varrnix’s first officer replied from behind him.

“Well, I’m not about to sit by and watch them defame our good name.”

“By putting us on a waiting list?”

Zzzk’varrnix slammed a fist into his command chair. “This spleen waits for no one! Helm, plot new course! Take us as close as you can to the port side of the upper saucer!”

“May I ask what you are planning?” the first officer asked.

“We’re dropping off this cargo if this it is the last thing I do!” Zzzk’varrnix cried.

The first officer briefly wondered if this would be the last thing any of them did.



“Well,” Morales said, sighing, “it looks like things may clear up after all.” Waystation’s executive officer took a moment to stretch his aching back before returning to the docking console. “Yeoman Boyle, how about getting me a nice cup of–”

“Sir!” Porter called out from the science console. “The Hvark is heading towards us!”

“Get the shields up,” Morales commanded.

“Too late…they’re already within our shield perimeter!”

Morales covered his eyes. “I can’t believe I’m saying this. Open a channel to the Mongoose.”



Aboard the Federation Marine Starship Mongoose, Colonel Martin Lazlo acknowledged Lt. Commander Morales’s plea for help. “I see you’ve lost control of your operation, Mr. Morales. Never fear. That’s exactly why I’m here. To clean up after you.”

“How about helping us with about a third the snippyness and twice the efficiency?” Morales asked angrily.

“Stand by. I’ll dispense with these Andorians presently,” Lazlo said, cutting the channel. “Lieutenant Hodges, bring us around to intercept the Andorian vessel.”

“Aye sir,” Lt. Stephanie Hodges, the Mongoose’s pilot, replied. She steered the boxy vessel around the perimeter of the upper saucer and dipped it down towards the Andorian vessel as it dove through a mass of ships towards Waystation’s upper saucer. “Colonel, it looks like they’re making a run for the Mall’s secondary cargo offloading port.”

Lazlo briefly studied his sensors. “A Pakled vessel is already docked there. What are they trying to do?”

“Knowing Andorians,” Hodges said gravely, “they’ll probably try to bully the Pakleds out of their parking spot.

“We’ll see about that,” Lazlo replied. “Open a channel. A stern warning from the authority of the Federation Marines should suffice.”

“Don’t count on it,” Hodges muttered under her breath.



“Raise the Pakleds!” Zzzk’varrnix ordered, leaning forward in his command chair, his antennae twitching madly in the heat of conflict–something he had sorely missed since his days with the Andorian guard.

The captain of the Pakled vessel appeared, twiddling his fingers nervously. “Hi. We like to unload stuff.”

“You’re finished unloading,” Zzzk’varrnix hissed. “Disembark and be on your way!”

“But we still have stuff!”

“Explain it to them, Faarx!”

The weapons officer grinned toothily and stabbed the firing button. Zzzk’varrnix watched as the phasers ripped into the Pakled vessel.

“You are strong. We must leave!”

“Shelat right you’re leaving!” Zzzk’varrnix cried.

Suddenly the speakers on the cramped bridge of the Hvark crackled to life. “Andorian vessel, this is Colonel Martin Lazlo of the Federation Marines Corps. Power your weapons down now and move your ship to a safe distance. You have violated–”

“Cease that drivel,” Zzzk’varrnix barked. “And prepare to dock.”



“It appears they’re ignoring you, sir,” Hodges said helpfully from the pilot’s chair.

“I can see that,” Lazlo snapped. “Lock a tractor onto them.”

“Sir, that ship is significantly larger than–”

“I said LOCK A TRACTOR ONTO THEM!”

“Yes, sir,” Hodges said, quickly tapping in the necessary controls.



Zzzk’varrnix leaned forward eagerly as he watched the docking port grow closer on the viewscreen. “Very soon, my precious spleen, you will be home.” Suddenly the Andorian Captain thrusted forward out of his chair, nearly slamming into the viewscreen. Zzzk’varrnix reeled around. “What of all hives was that?”

“The Federation Marine ship locked a tractor beam on us,” Farrx explained.

“That ship is no match for us. Increase engines to full and continue towards the docking port!”



“They’re pulling us along with them,” Hodges reported as the hull of the Mongoose whined with stress. “Sir, we have to power down the tractor beam. With that kind of shearing force, it’ll give out any minute!”

“I know the risks, Hodges. Keep on that beam and back us off…full thrusters!”

“But, Colonel–”

“Are you questioning me?” Lazlo asked angrily.

Hodges shrugged. “Okay, it’s your funeral.” With an ear-splitting creak, the Mongoose pulled back on the Hvark with every bit of power it had. For a few moments the two vessels just sat there in space, engines thrumming as hard as they could to pull in two opposite directions without making much progress, until…

…the tractor beam short-circuited, causing the panel in front of Lazlo and Hodges to explode in a hail of sparks.

The Mongoose flew backwards, out of control.



“Uh, Commander…” Porter said slowly as he looked up from his scans.

“What now?” Morales asked wearily.

“Look!” Porter keyed up the image on the viewscreen. Morales watched the Mongoose fly backwards towards a mass of ships. More disturbingly, however, was the fact that the Andorian freighter it had been tractoring was flying right towards the docking port.

CRRRRRRRRRRRRRRSH!!!

“Impact on the upper saucer!” Porter cried, as Waystation rattled from the collision. “The Hvark slammed into the docking port and compromised the hull in two places! Raising forcefields to compensate.”

“Never send a jerk to do a man’s job,” Morales sighed. “Send to all ships, Mr. Porter…collision alert…clear off!’



Everyone in the Starfleet Square Mall stopped rioting around the time the Hvark crashed into the station.

Dr. Nelson pushed herself off the Nausicaan she’d been beating and looked up at the darkened, smoke-filled scene. “What the hell was that?”

“Something’s crashed into us,” Beck wheezed, pushing her hair out of her face with one hand and slapping her comm badge with the other. “Beck to Ops.

Status report!”

“We had a problem with an Andorian freighter, Commander,” Morales’s voice replied. “They crashed into the docking port and are currently lodged there pretty tight. Forcefields are compensating for the hull breach right now but they did a hell of a lot of damage.”

“Russell, start trying to clean up the mess here while Nelson and I check out the docking port,” Beck said, pointing for Nelson to follow her down the corridor to the docking port.



Ih’mad threw down his flamethrower. “Did you hear that, Baughb? The spleen!”

“Not the spleen!” Baughb said worriedly.

The Andorian restauranteur grabbed Baughb by an antenna and dragged him behind in the direction that Beck and Nelson had taken. “Let’s go. Maybe it’s still edible!”



“Someone stop this thing!” Lazlo screamed, as the Mongoose spun haphazardly through space.

“The whole power grid is shorted,” Hodges explained, trying to find the manual thruster override among the burning mess that was the Mongoose’s control board. “We don’t even have maneuvering thrusters!”

Lazlo was about to snap back with something, but the view outside the transparent aluminum viewport stopped him cold. They were flying right towards a Bolian transport.

With a clang, the Mongoose slammed against the transport’s shields and bounced back in the opposite direction.



Morales and Porter watched the Mongoose’s icon bounce into ship after ship on the viewscreen, each time taking a new direction.

“You know, if this was pinball, we’d be scoring like crazy,” Porter quipped from the science console.

“This isn’t funny!” Morales said. “Get our shields up before one of those ships out there crashes into–”

Suddenly one of the icons that was bouncing around on the viewscreen spun towards Waystation.

“–us.”



“The good news is that I managed to reroute power to the secondary grid,” Lt. Hodges said, pushing out from under the dashboard in the cockpit of the Mongoose. “The bad news is that our hull is badly fractured from all the bumps we took. Good thing we had our flight straps on, huh?”

Lazlo wiped sweat from his brow. “Yeah. Yeah. That was good.”

“Are you okay, sir?”

The Colonel’s face hardened as he turned to Hodges. “I am FINE. What are you insinutating?”

“Uh, nothing. So, what do we do?”

“First we should attempt to apprehend that–”

Suddenly the dark view of space before Lazlo and Hodges lit like a sky full of fireworks on the Fourth of July. A large, triangular vessel soared right through Waystation’s lower saucer like a dart into a dartboard, peeking out through the top and mercifully coming to a stop before ripping the rest of the way through. Lazlo calculated that, had Waystation been a dartboard, the freighter only would have scored about thirty.

“My God,” Hodges said quietly, watching as clouds of atmosphere wheezed out from the great tears in Waystation’s hull.

“Stow that, Lieutenant, and get a target lock on that Andorian ship! No one damages the Goose and gets away with it!”



Commander Beck tapped at the door control that lead into the cargo bay that was attatched to Waystation’s damaged docking port. “Forcefields are up around the damaged hull sections. I’m repressurizing the bay now.” Nelson patted the emergency medical kit she’d retrieved from its place in a nearby wall cabinet. “Good. No telling what condition those Andorians are in after a collision like that.”

Beck walked over to a weapons locker, tapped in a code, and took out two phasers and a palm beacon, raising the power level on both phasers and handing one to Nelson. “You’ve obviously not dealt with many Andorians. It’s not them I’d worry about.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just watch your back,” Beck said, pumping the door’s manual override lever. The door cranked open with a grunt of metal-on-metal.

Beck activated her palm beacon and surveyed the damaged bay. The hull of the Andorian ship had completely smashed through Waystation’s hull, destroying the existing docking port completely. It was definitely a hair more primitive than normal Starfleet docking procedure.

After making sure that there was no one hiding in the damaged bay, Beck approached the Hvark’s nearest airlock.

“Commander! What about our spleen!” Ih’mad asked, running into the cargo bay, Baughb close behind.

Beck glared back at Ih’mad and Baughb. “Mr. Ih’mad, this area is off- limits. It’s very dangerous to be here, what with all the hull damage.”

“What do you mean?” Nelson asked.

“I mean this section of hull is very unstable. It could very well tear right off the station…”

“Wonderful,” Nelson muttered.

“We know the risks,” Ih’mad said firmly. “We want our spleen.”

Beck sighed. “Okay, fine. But stay behind the doctor and I.”

“Very well. Come on, Baughb.”

The Commander ripped off the control panel next to the airlock, grabbing the lever underneath and cranking it until the door slid open. “All right, we’re going in.”



Lt. Hodges swung the Mongoose around the outer edge of Waystation’s lower saucer, on a direct heading for the Andorian freighter.

“Fifty-five hundred meters and closing,” Hodges called out.

“Ready phasers,” Lazlo said eagerly. “This will teach those Andorians never to mess with the Federation marines.”

“Aye, sir.”



On the opposite side of the Hvark, Zzzk’varrnix tapped his foot impatiently as his First Officer loaded the cases of spleen onto the antigrav lift. “Come on, Vinzz, what’s taking so long?”

“Everything on this ship was damaged when we crashed into Waystation, Captain!” Vinnz said irratably. “That includes our cargo, our antigrav lifs, our cargo bay door…everything. It’s amazing the ship is still in one piece.”

“Stop griping and keep loading. We’re behind schedule!”

“I think that’s the least of our worries, sir,” Vinnz said. “If you recall, more than half our crew is dead.”

“They died in service to their homeworld, which is better than they deserve.”

“They died in a docking maneuver!” Farrx protested, helping Vinnz load the cargo lift.

“You are alive and that’s all you need be concerned with,” Zzzk’varrnix muttered angrily. “Now help Franz get that cargo door open.”



Beck, Nelson, Ih’mad, and Baughb moved cautiously through the corridor of the Andorian freighter, heading for the bridge.

“I wonder where everyone is,” Nelson asked, looking around the darkened corridor. “This place seems deserted save those two dead crewmembers we found.”

“Maybe they’re in hiding,” Beck offered.

“Andorians do not hide,” Ih’mad said defensively.

“They do when they know they’ve pissed off the station commander,” Beck snapped. “Once I find them I’m going to rip off their antenna for what they’ve done to my station.”

“I am sure they did it with the best of intentions,” Baughb said weakly.



Zzzk’varrnix, Franz, Farrx, and Vinzz made their way down the connecting tunnel that lead out to the Starfleet Square Mall, pushing a huge crate of spleen pie on an antigrav in front of them.

“This place certainly has gone to shrax in a handbasket since we were last here,” Zzzk’varrnix muttered.

“Perhaps it is because you smashed a ship into their station,” Vinzz offered.

“That’s enough out of you, Vinzz. Would you like me to kill you where you stand?”

“I’d much rather die in a docking maneuver,” Vinzz returned.

Zzzk’varrnix withdrew his ceremonial blade and poked Vinnz in the small of his back. “Keep moving and shut up.”

“Yes, Captain,” Vinzz grumbled.



Engineering crewmembers frantically sprayed coolant over sputtering panels all over Ops as Morales and Porter attempted to sort out the mess of damage from their stations.

“Well, we should count ourselves lucky,” Porter said. “That Nausicaan transport smashed through the viewing room during a showing of ‘Speed 2.’ No one was there at the time.”

“Thank goodness for 20th century box office blunders,” Morales muttered.

“Do we have casualty reports from the rest of the station?”

“Not yet. Communications are still sporadic all over the upper and lower saucer.”

Morales shook his head. “We should have seen this coming, Porter. All these ships circling us–beings of all species crammed into this tiny station.

It was only a matter of time before everyone started trying to kill one another.”

“Yes, but on the bright side we’ve finally got an excuse to repaint the reading lounge on B deck.”



Commander Beck and the others arrived on what was left of the bridge to find a dead helmsman, a dead navigator, and not much else.

“Where is everybody?” Nelson asked.

“It seems like we’ve got a hit and run,” Beck mused. “They must have slipped out the back way while we weren’t looking.”

“Andorians do not slip out the back way!” Ih’mad said, offended.

“Then where the hell is everyone else?” Beck asked, turning to the Andorian restauranteur.

“The could have…uh…purposefully stormed out the back way,” Baughb offered.

“Come on, let’s head back out into the cargo bay and see if we can–” Beck said, when suddenly the ship rocked around her.

The barely functioning bridge speakers sputtered to life. “Andorian vessel. This is Colonel Lazlo again. You’ve now damaged Federation property and violated Federation law. And above all that, you’ve made me mad.”

“For Pete’s sake,” Beck muttered, trying to find the comm button. “That idiot is going to get us all killed.”

Nelson looked around as the damaged vessel’s hull creaked under the barrage of phaser fire. “It figures. What an ass.”

Beck stamped the comm button. “Lazlo. This is Commander Beck. There aren’t any Andorians left alive on this ship. Cease firing immediately.

If you’re not careful, you’ll destabilize this whole–”

“Communications functions are inoperative,” the hard female voice of the computer hissed.

“Beck to Lazlo,” Beck said, slapping her comm badge. There was no response.

“Nelson to Lazlo!” Nelson said urgently.

“Commander Lisa Beck to anyone who can pick up this signal!”

Still nothing.

“Why won’t anyone answer?” Baughb said.

“There must be too much interference from all the ships shouting at each other out there. Our comm badges just can’t punch through all that.”

“Shelat!” Ih’mad cried. “We have to get out of here!”

“My sentiments exactly,” Beck said, following the two Andorians out of the bridge.

Nelson glanced out a viewport as she ran down the corridor, noticing that the view of the stars outside suddenly began to spin around.

“Commander,” Nelson called out. “I don’t think we’re attatched to the station anymore!”

“Great. Absolutely great.”



Ops shook violently as Waystation was rocked by yet another impact on its weakening structure.

“Report!” Morales ordered.

“The Mongoose just fired at us!” Porter exclaimed.

“Us!” Morales said. “What the hell?”

“Actually, I think they were gunning for the Hvark. They managed to dislodge it from the station. Of course, they left a gaping hole in it’s place, but who am I to quibble.”

Morales glanced up from his console for a moment to glare at Porter. An odd sight out the viewport behind Porter’s station grabbed his attention.

“Are we spinning faster?” Morales asked.

“What?”

“Look,” Morales said, pointing behind Porter. Porter saw the Arkan whizz by.

“It kind of looks like it.” He checked his console. “Confirmed. That last jolt damaged the ops rotation control system.” Porter suddenly realized that he was being pulled away from his station.

“Can you stop it?” Morales asked, noticing the same thing.

“I’m trying!” Porter shouted, struggling against the centripetal forces tugging on his body.

“Can’t…hold…on,” Morales gasped.

“Almost there.”

“Too late!”

“AUUUUGGGHHH!”

Both men, along with the four other crewpeople helping man ops, were yanked off their feet and thrown against the rapidly rotating ops wall.



“That will teach them to mess around with Federation Marines,” Lazlo said smartly, leaning forward and watching with glee as the Hvark listed past the front viewport.

“Sir,” Hodges said. “I’m picking up some strange readings…most of the Andorians over there are dead. I’m only getting two live Andorians and…two humans!”

“Trickery, my dear,” Lazlo said. “Contact Waystation and see if they can pull the offenders into one of their docking ports so they can be arrested.”

“You know, sir, they were already in a docking port before you started shooting at them.”

“Shut up and do as I say!”



“Ih’mad–you and Baughb try to get the transporter systems operational. Dr. Nelson, come over here and help me salvage these engines and shields,” Beck ordered, as the group rushed onto the bridge.

“Sure we can’t just fix the comm system?” Nelson asked, as Beck tore through a mesh of circuitry underneath the helm panel.

“I’m positive,” Beck replied. “They smashed their entire communications array when they crashed into the station. Our only chance is get our shields up, maneuver out of the way of that asshole and transport back onto Waystation before this whole ship crumbles apart.”

“Easier said than done,” Nelson muttered.

***

Zzzk’varrnix and the others arrived at the Andorian restaurant and surveyed the situation.

“Hello, is anyone here?” the Andorian Captain asked, peeking around the back rooms of the restaurant. “We have fresh spleen pie! Come on out and get it!”

Vinzz surveyed the rest of the mall as the crew searched the restaurant.

People were milling around, talking amont themselves–some whispering, some grumbling, some shoving each other. And since Farrx had found a recently-used Andorian flame thrower lying near the restaurant entrance, Vinnz reasoned that a huge riot had taken place here.

“Hey, you,” a human Starfleet officer said, walking over. “You wouldn’t happen to be from that Andorian freighter, would you?”

“What’s it to you?” Vinzz asked.

“We’d like to apprehend the Captain and hold the rest of the crew for questioning. Whoever ordered that ship to smash into the station is in deep trouble.”

Vinnz grinned. “I believe I may be of some assistance. Right this way.”



“No response from Waystation,” Hodges said, looking up from the communication’s screen. “But according to our scanners, they don’t have tractor beams or transporters at the moment.”

Lazlo sighed, rolling his eyes. “Fine. Contact the Nottaway and have them capture the vessel. We certainly can’t apprehend them without a tractor beam.”

“Aye sir,” Hodges said. After a few moments, she looked back up at Lazlo. “The Nottaway will be here shortly. They have to sort through a skirmish between a Benzite cargo ship and a Ferengi Marauder first.”

“It figures. What’s the status of that Andorian ship?”

Hodges checked her scans. “They’re holding position at…wait a minute …their engines just went active!”

“Damn, and I thought I already damaged them enough for one day,” Lazlo muttered. “Lock phasers and prepare to–”

“Sir, they just raised shields. And it appears they’re moving to a defensive position on the other side of Waystation.”

“And I thought Andorians were courageous,” Lazlo said. “Set the phasers for continuous fire on their highest level and take out their aft shields. Once those are down, destroy their engines completely.”

“But, Colonel, they’re not fleeing the area; they’re just trying to get away from us!” Hodges protested.

“Enough!” Lazlo said, pushing Hodges out of her seat. “You’re relieved of your station, Lieutenant. I’ll take care of those imbeciles once and for all!”

“But, sir, the targeting scanners were damaged…you’ll have to aim manually!”

“You obviously aren’t aware of my prowess with a phaser. I won First Place in targeting when I was at Boot Camp.”

Hodges just slumped into the chair next to Lazlo and quietly watched him go to work on the Hvark.



“AUUUUGGHHH!”

“STOP THIS THING!”

If anything, ops was just spinning faster and faster. Porter could feel his skin pulling back and trying to embed itself in the wall.

“I can’t move my arms!” Lieutenant Stanton whined.

“Can anybody get free?” Morales asked. He wasn’t even able to turn his head enough to see the five others stuck like bugs on flypaper with him.

“No chance, sir.”

“Porter to engineering.”

“We’re sorry,” the computer voice replied. “Due to the great amount of damage currently being inflicted on Waystation, all of our engineers are currently busy with other emergency repairs. Please stay on the commline, and the next available representative will assist you. Currently, the wait is estimated at three hours fifteen minutes.”

“So much for that,” Porter said.

The turbolift doors suddenly opened allowing Lieutenant Russell to step out.

“I took care of those Andorians,” Russell said. “Hello? Guys?”

“Sean, grab something!” Porter shouted. Russell’s reaction time was far better than Porter would have guessed. The security chief latched onto the closing doors of the turbolift just as he was yanked off his feet by the forces in ops. The doors continued closing, crushing his hands, but Russell still held on.

“What the hell is happening?” Russell screamed.

“We’re out of control,” Morales replied.

“Seems to be a common problem today,” Porter muttered.

“I’m goona puke,” Russell said.

“I’ve got the override command punched in on my console, but I was pulled away before I could execute it,” Porter said.

“And just how am I supposed to get there?” Russell said.

“Just aim yourself and let go,” Morales said. “You should be tossed right into it.”

“That’s going to hurt,” Russell said.

“Do it! That’s an order!” Morales shouted.

Russell sighed and tried to position himself so he’d hit Porter’s station. He was going to have to push himself sideways as he let go. Oh yeah. This was going to hurt. After one last deep breath, Russell readied himself as much as possible and let go of the doors. His fingers slid out slowly, the doors scraping off a good bit of his skin. At the last moment, Russell pushed sideways as much as he could and flew across ops.

THUD!

Russell slammed against the front of Porter’s station, denting the console housing as he hit. He decided that remaining very still would be a good idea.

“Are you all right, Russell?” Porter asked.

“No,” Russell said weakly.

“Hit the damn override!” Morales shouted. Reluctantly, Russell raised his arm up over the console, only to have it practically ripped out of its socket as the centripetal forces tried to throw it against the far wall of ops. Fighting the pain, Russell pulled the rest his his body into a standing position. Porter’s console was the only thing preventing him from barreling across the room into the wall.

“Skin…ripping,” Stanton wailed.

“Losing…consciousness.”

“Help us!”

Russell hunched over Porter’s console, trying to read the controls upside down.

“I can’t find the button,” Russell shouted.

“Hit the big, f**king red one!” Porter screamed. Russell pounded the console. Ops suddenly screeched to a halt, tossing everyone sideways until gravity kicked in, and they slammed painfully into the deck.

“God, I hope we aren’t the only ones having a bad day,” Porter muttered.



“Get us on the other side of Waystation!” Beck ordered as the Mongoose pounded on the Andorian ship’s shields. “We have to have a protected position before we can drop shields!”

“Transporters operative,” Ih’mad reported. “You know, these things are much more complicated than a replicator.”

Nelson looked up from the helm control. “We’re moving behind the connecting tube.”

“Good,” Beck said, slamming a control that dropped the shields, then quickly tapping in the transporter coordinates. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m about ready to get out of here.”

“Lazlo is still firing!”

“That idiot! If he keeps up he’ll hit the connecting tube!”

“And us,” Nelson said. “That being the case, I think now may be an excellent time to fire up that transporter.”

“I am going to kill him!” Beck cried, quickly activating the transporter beam.



“I’ve got them, I’ve got them!” Lazlo called out, trying to maneuver the Mongoose at the same time as firing the phasers.

“Colonel, you’re about to hit the–”

“I know what I’m doing!” Lazlo snapped.

“But–”

Lazlo glared back at Hodges. “I am no idiot. I’ve got years of military experience. This is a routine blah blah blah…”

Hodges stopped listening to Lazlo and stared out of the forward viewport, watching in horror as the Mongoose’s phasers ripped through the tube that connected Waystation’s upper and lower saucers, continuing on to the Hvark and tearing its hull open like a freshly caught trout.

“Sir, look!” Hodges said, pointing out the forward viewport. Lazlo stopped talking and turned reluctantly back to the forward viewport, surveying the damage.

“Whoops.”

“Waystation to Lazlo!” Commander Beck’s angry voice thundered. “You just sliced my station in two you son of a bitch! Wait until I get my hands on you!”

Hodges looked over to Lazlo, who was trembling with a mixture of fear and anger. “Should I set course to dock with Waystation or should I just take us as far away as possible?”



Beck stared out through one of the ops viewports, clenching her fists in anger over the chaos that had enveloped her station. She turned away just as the lower half of her station began to drift by.

“Well, this is just terrific,” Beck muttered.

“At least Russell was able to apprehend the Andorian crew,” Morales said.

“And we were able to salvage some of the spleen pie, from what I hear,” Porter added helpfully.

“We have to face facts,” Beck said sternly, turning to her senior staff.

“All of these events are just symptomatic of a bigger problem. We’re understaffed and underequipped for the volume of traffic that’s passing through here.”

“And if that isn’t bad enough,” Nelson continued, “now our station is trashed as well. In this condition, were about as useful as a snow parka on Vulcan.”

“Just reading through the damage reports is going to take hours,” Morales said. “Waystation is effective destroyed.”

“I’ll just call up Starfleet and order us a new station,” Porter quipped. “I’m sure they’ll send another one out right away.”

“Actually, Porter, that’s pretty much what I had in mind,” Beck said.



TO BE CONTINUED…



Gut Feelings



By Alan Decker



“Renovations” concept by Alan Decker and Anthony Butler



Taking a last look through the report on her padd, Dr. Amedon Nelson stepped out of the turbolift into ops. Compared to the chaos of the last few weeks, Waystation’s control center was relatively quiet today.

“Greetings, Doc,” Lieutenant Craig Porter said from the science/operations console. “You’re running a bit early. Commander Beck hasn’t even gotten up here yet.”

“Well, now that the riot victims have been cleared out, the infirmary’s a bit dull. I decided to come see what you movers and shakers were up to.”

“The usual…well, if you consider holding a station together by sheer force of will the usual.” As if to punctuate that point, and ensign spoke up from one of the auxiliary engineering consoles.

“We’ve got a fluctuation in the port tractor beam emitter.”

“I’m on it,” Porter said. “Wouldn’t want that lower saucer to get away from us now.”

“No, we wouldn’t,” Commander Lisa Beck said as she walked out of the turbolift. “It was enough trouble chasing it down the first time.”

“Everybody’s already in the conference room except us,” Porter said, stepping out from behind his console. “ETA on the construction fleet is five minutes.”

“Perfect,” Beck said, heading towards the conference room followed by Porter and Nelson.

Lieutenant Commander Morales, Lieutenant Russell, and Colonel Lazlo were seated around the conference table when Beck, Nelson, and Porter entered. They quickly took their seats as Beck activated the viewscreen.

“How was the trip, Commander?” Russell asked.

“Lovely. Dealing with the admiralty is such fun,” Beck said.

“At least you got a month away from here,” Porter said.

“I missed you all,” Beck quipped.

“I’m sure,” Lazlo said.

“Except you, Colonel,” Beck snapped. She was still a bit upset about Lazlo slicing her station in half.

“I hate to break this up, but could we have our meeting and get out of here,” Nelson said.

“Fine by me,” Beck said, pressing a couple of buttons on the viewscreen. Artists conceptions and blueprints for a giant space station flashed by. “This is what’s going to be here in about five months,” Beck continued. “Starfleet has decided to do a major renovation of the station. Actually, it’s more like a complete reconstructions. Building out from two Ambassador class saucers, the work crews will expand our capacity by over 400%.”

“We’ll be huge,” Russell exclaimed. “How am I…?”

“The logistics of everything will be worked out as we go, but I assure you that Starfleet will not leave us undermanned or underdefended. Be prepared, though. The next few months are going to be a bit rough.”

“How long do we have until work starts,?” Morales asked.

“Construction begins in…” Beck checked the chronometer in the viewscreen. “Two minutes.”

“What?” Lazlo said. “What about my marines? I demand two decks of the new station for our facilties. This should have gone through me, dammit! Why wasn’t I informed?”

“You just were,” Beck said. “Now, we’ve got to get everyone off of Waystation before things get started.”

“Where are we going to put them?” Morales asked. “We’re overcrowded as it is. There’s no room on ships for…”

“Relax, Walter,” Beck said. “The answer will be clear shortly.” On cue, several large vessels dropped out of warp just outside the conference room viewport.

“Tug ships?” Russell asked. “What’s in the cargo containers they’re pulling.”

“Our new home,” Beck said. Several more ships dropped out of warp. “Those cargo containers have been fitted with life support systems and altered to house living accommodations. We’re going to connect the modules to create a sort of make-shift station.”

“Waystation Village,” Porter said.

“Exactly. I need all department heads to coordinate moving their staffs. Each department will be given a module to use as an operations center. Commander Morales will be coordinating.”

“I will?”

“Let’s get to work people,” Beck said.



Doctor Nelson left the conference room wondering why she bothered to write a report at all. With this move going on, her medical update seemed a bit pointless. How in the world was she going to set up an infirmary in a cargo module anyway?

“Doctor,” Commander Beck said, walked up beside Nelson. “I think we’ll be able to grant that leave request. I’d guess your staff can probably handle the move without you.”

“Great. Thanks,” Nelson said unenthusiastically as Beck headed into her office. She could feel the Midon symbiont move a bit inside her. The move was going to be bad enough, but neither of them were happy about taking leave either.

“Leave? Where are you going?” Porter asked.

“Home,” Nelson said, as she and Porter headed into the turbolift. “My parents’ 40th wedding anniversary is coming up.”

“Sounds nice. When was the last time you saw them?”

“About two years ago.”

“Two years? So they haven’t met…” Porter pointed at Nelson’s stomach.

“No, they have not.”

“This should be fun. How have they been taking the whole Midon thing?”

“They don’t know about the whole Midon thing.”

“Yikes.”

“I’m not sure how they’re going to take it either. They get a little strange when things happen to their little girl.”

“Somehow I can’t picture you as anyone’s little girl,” Porter replied.

“You haven’t met my parents.”

“So, how are you going to break the news?”

“I have no idea. It’s kind of like I eloped and didn’t tell anyone.”

“Maybe no one will notice. It’s not like you’ve got a slug sticking out of your head or anything.”

“So you’re saying I should just avoid the issue,” Nelson said.

“Exact-a-mundo.”

“Not a bad plan.”

“Just pack plenty of your unlogi. You two get very edgy without it.”

“We’re very dead without it,” Nelson said. “That drug maintains the delicate balance between my system and…”

“Amedon, I know. I was just kidding. Go home and have a good time.”

“Right. It’ll be loads of fun,” Nelson said as the turbolift slowed to a halt. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to beam over to the lower saucer and pack.”

“You make it sound like that’s my fault.”

“Oh, I’m not blaming anyone,” Nelson replied. “I’m sure that absolutely no one is responsible for slicing Waystation in half.”

“Well, it sure wasn’t me.”

“No, but a good engineer would have it fixed by now.”

“There you go getting edgy on me. Pump some drugs into yourself and relax.”

“Goodbye, Craig.” The turbolift doors started to close.

“Don’t forget to send me a postcomm,” Porter shouted just before the lift shut completely.

“Great. Greetings from Hell. Wish you were suffering here instead,” Nelson muttered.



“Mom! Hello! Is anyone here?” Nelson entered her family home on Delfor Colony slowly, hoping against hope that maybe, just maybe, her parents would be out somewhere and spare her the welcome home humiliation.

She took a few steps inside then spotted the banner hanging down from the second floor bannister.

WE MISSED YOU, LIA!!!

This did not bode well.

“Lia! Honey! Is that you?” her mother’s voice called from upstairs.

“Yeah, Mom,” Nelson replied.

“Lia?” Midon’s consciousness asked.

“Short for Amelia. It’s Mom and Dad’s pet name for me,” Nelson thought.

“We are Amedon.”

“Not for the next couple of days. Please just play along.”

“I have little choice.” Midon replied then melded her mind back into Nelson’s.

“Oh, my baby! My baby! My baby!” Harriet Nelson shouted, running down the stairs to embrace her daughter. She grabbed Nelson and squeezed as tightly as she could, forcing Nelson’s symbiont into some uncomfortable positions.

“Tell her to be more careful!” Midon snapped

“How are you, Mom?”

“Just lovely,” Harriet said. “Let me get your father. He’s outside with his roses.”

“No surprise there,” Nelson said, following her mother to the rear of the house. The entire backyard was a sea of red blooms. “Wow, Dad’s been busy.”

“Garden club champion two years running. I’m sorry we had to take down your swing set, dear. He needed more room,” Harriet said consolingly.

“That’s okay. Really.”

“Ozzie! Oswald! Amelia’s home.”

Without warning, two arms wrapped around Nelson from behind and hoisted her up into the air. She screamed in surprise.

“Gotcha!” Oswald Nelson shouted warmly, spinning his daughter around a few times.

“I do not like your family so far,” Midon commented.

“Dad, put me down,” Nelson said.

“What? Is it against regulations to have some fun with your dad?” Oswald said, gently placing his daughter back down on the carpet.

“Don’t you think I’m getting a little big for that?” Nelson said.

“As long as I can lift you, you’ll never be too big. Now, where’s your luggage?”

“I just have a travel case by the door,” Nelson said. “I can take it upstairs.”

“You do remember where your room is?” Harriet said.

“Yes, Mom,” Nelson said, catching the meaning of the remark. “I wasn’t away that long.”

“Not long? Two years is not long? We’ve barely even heard from you since you left to go study those slug-things out in some galactic backwater.”

“I couldn’t get away. And my current posting is a bit hectic.”

“Waystation. Yes, we heard,” Oswald said. “Sounds to me like Starfleet’s giving you some crappy assignments.”

“I’ve pretty much been able to do what I want to do,” Nelson replied. “My research has been moving along well. In fact, my Trill/Brakto connection hypothesis has been a bit difficult to substantiate, but I am starting to find some parallel genetic development that could lead me back to a common ancestry. In fact, I’m hoping to spend some time on Trill later this year to…”

“All right. Enough with the work talk,” Harriet interrupted. “You’ve had a long trip and need to get some rest before dinner. Go on upstairs and get settled in.”

“I’ll get your bag,” Oswald said, heading off into the living room.

“Thanks,” Nelson said turning to follow her father. Her mother wrapped her arms around Nelson before she could completely escape.

“You aren’t getting away that easily,” Harriet said. “Welcome home, honey.”

“Thank you, mother.”

“Is everything okay, dear? You seem distant.”

“I’m just tired. That’s all.”

“Well, get upstairs and take a nap, silly.” Harriet gave her a light slap on the butt. “Get moving.”

“Yes, mother.”

“How long are we here again?” Midon demanded.

Nelson ignored the symbiont and headed up the stairs towards her old bedroom.



After leaving home for Starfleet Medical, Nelson had jokingly come to the conclusion that time ceased to pass for her parents once she left their sight. Other than a few more grey hairs on their heads, they were the exact same people doing the exact same things as they always had. The house didn’t change either. Nelson didn’t think that her mother had so much as hung a new painting since she left home all those years ago. At the time, she had been grateful for the distance between her family home on Delfor Colony and Earth. While they loved her very much, Nelson’s parents could be a bit suffocating at times. As the conversation downstairs had indicated, Oswald and Harriet Nelson would always think of Amelia as their little girl.

Upon opening the door to her old bedroom, Nelson saw how determined her parents’ beliefs were. Everything looked exactly like it did when she was eleven years old…right down to the Barbie Starship and Starsearcher Barbie and Ken set up by the window. Nelson was almost blinded by the neon pink paint covering the walls.

“How did you stand this?” Midon asked.

“I have no idea,” Nelson mumbled softly. Her father pushed past her and set her luggage down on the white, lacy canopy bed that dominated the center of the room.

“Do you like it?” Oswald said as he started to open Nelson’s bags. “Your mother and I thought it would bring back some nice memories. I know the backyard doesn’t look the same anymore, so I had a holographic projector mounted in the window. When you look outside, you’ll see your treehouse and everything.”

“That’s great,” Nelson said as she wondered exactly when her parents had gone completely over the edge. Holographic projectors? Didn’t these people have lives? Nelson snapped out of her thoughts when she realized what her father was doing.

“I’ll take care of that, Dad,” she said quickly, rushing over to snatch her bag from Oswald. The last thing she needed was for him to find the unlogi and start asking questions.

“Afraid I’m going to put stuff in the wrong place?”

“Not at all. I just wish to handle this myself,” Nelson replied far too stiffly. Damn that Midon.

“Whatever you say, Doctor,” Oswald said, mocking Nelson’s formality as he headed towards the door. He gave Nelson a quick hug before he left.

“Welcome home, Amelia,” he said lovingly, then exited.

“We can hide here until dinner, correct?” Midon asked.

“Yes,” Nelson responded.

“Excellent. Although this color scheme is causing me pain.”

“That’s enough.”



“How’s she doing?” Harriet asked as Oswald entered the kitchen.

“Fine.”

“Does she seem a bit distant to you?”

“She’s been gone a long time. It’ll just take her some time to readjust.”



“This is not how I pictured your childhood.”

“What do you mean?” Nelson asked.

“Your memories make it seem less…sweet.”

“I was a kid. What did I know?”

Nelson felt a wave of nausea wash over her. Her body was reacting to the symbiont again. It was time for another dose of unlogi. She pulled the hypospray out of her luggage and prepared an injection. The strangeness of being home had strained the symbiosis. Most of the time, she functioned as one being, but here Nelson and the Midon symbiont were definitely distinct. Hopefully, the unlogi would help fuse them. The two separate minds made her feel way too schizophrenic for her tastes.



As Nelson expected, the dining room was exactly like she remembered. Her parents really were living in the past.

“I made your favorite,” Harriet said, dishing a large pile of beef stroganoff on Nelson’s plate. “I’ll bet you haven’t had a home cooked meal in ages.”

“You’d be right,” Nelson said, looking at the pile of steaming, sauce covered noodles in front of her. Midon squirmed in disgust, a feeling Nelson was forced to share. Joining with Midon had radically altered her taste in food, turning her against most of the things she used to love. Her mom’s beef stroganoff used to be the highlight of the week when she was a kid. Now, it was all she could do to keep from vomiting.

“Is everything alright?” Oswald asked.

“Perfect,” Nelson replied, hoping she sounded convincing. She picked up her fork and took a big bite. Maybe once she started eating, things would be okay. She used to think this stuff was delicious. How bad could it really be now?

CHEW. CHEW. CHEW. UGGH

That bad.

Nelson forced herself to swallow and smile.

“Just like I remember,” she said weakly. Her stomach slammed into red alert mode. Containment breach imminent!

“Honey…”

“GOTTA GO!” Nelson shouted, leaping up from the table and clamping her hand over her mouth. She raced from the room leaving a stunned Harriet and Oswald in her wake.

“What was that?” Oswald asked.

“I’m not sure,” Harriet said, folding her napkin carefully and getting up to check on her daughter.



Nelson went right to bed after the dinner incident. She told her parents it was probably just the disorientation caused be being back home and on a planet instead of a station. The look on her mother’s face told Nelson that they weren’t exactly buying her explanation, but she was not about to tell them the truth. They’d never accept that their daughter was now someone else. Knowing them, they’d call every doctor they knew to see about having Midon removed.

Several hours later, Nelson was awakened by the rumbling in her belly. Hunger had kicked in at full force. That’s what happens when you skip lunch and dinner, Nelson admonished herself.

As stealthily as possible, Nelson got out of bed and crept downstairs to the kitchen replicator. Now, what did she want to eat?

“One large pepperoni and anchovy pizza,” Nelson said softly. The replicator hummed in compliance, quickly producing the requested meal. Nelson took a big whiff of the steaming pizza. “Perfect.”

Nelson sat down at the kitchen table and dug in, wondering if one large would be enough.



Harriet was pulled out of her sleep by a soft clanging noise from downstairs. She was so used to the rhythms and sounds of her house that the smallest anomaly would draw her attention. She climbed out of bed, pulled on her robe, and slipped out of the bedroom.

Moving downstairs, she could hear noises coming from the kitchen. Amelia had probably just wanted something to eat after her trouble at dinner. Figuring that she’d lend her daughter a hand, Harriet pushed open the kitchen door. The sight before her eyes stopped her cold.

Nelson was seated at the table ravenously devouring a slice of pizza. The numerous crusts scattered around Nelson told Harriet that this was just one of many slices that Nelson had consumed. Nelson herself seemed oblivious to Harriet’s presence. Her mouth, chin, and cheeks were stained with pizza sauce as she single-mindedly attacked her quarry. Whole chunks of pepperoni and anchovy plummeted off the slice to the table below.

Harriet fought the urge to scream, instead rushing back to her room while trying to push the frightful image she’d just witnessed out of her mind. What had happened to her baby girl?



Nelson awoke early feeling refreshed. Nothing like a good meal to help put you to sleep. After showering, dressing, and taking her morning dose of unlogi, she headed downstairs to breakfast. Usually, her father would have a huge stack of pancakes waiting for her. That actually sounded yummy. She couldn’t detect any aroma coming from the kitchen, though. Well, it was the day of her parents’ anniversary party. They were certainly entitled to some time off.

Harriet was sitting alone in the kitchen when Nelson entered. Nelson ordered up a plate of pancakes and sat down at the table with her mother.

“You sleep well, honey?” Harriet asked finally. Nelson was too busy shoveling in pancakes to notice how strangely her mother was looking at her.

“Fine,” Nelson replied. “The old mattress is still comfy.”

“Good. So, what are you going to do today?”

“I need to head into town for a bit,” Nelson said. To buy you an anniversary present like I should have already done, she added to herself.

“Ah.” Harriet was hoping that her daughter would come right out with whatever was wrong with her, but that obviously wasn’t happening. Perhaps a little more direct prodding. “So, what have you been doing on the station lately?”

“Not much really. I have my research.”

“Slugs, right?”

“Symbionts, Mom. Sentient beings that join with another sentient host to create a third personality.”

“Uh huh. Anything else?”

“Nope. It’s been pretty much business as usual…well, except for the station getting sliced in half and all. We’re expanding the place now. Supposedly, we’re going to be one of the largest deep space facilities in the Federation when this is all over.”

“How about you personally?”

“I’m fine. I’m not seeing anybody, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“Just curious,” Harriet said. “I want to know what my baby’s been doing…everything she’s been doing.”

“Like I said, it’s been slow.” Nelson finished her breakfast and returned her dishes to the replicator. “I’m heading out. See you at the party tonight. Seven o’clock at The Briars, right?”

“Yes, dear.”

“Great. Bye.” Nelson gave her mom a quick peck on the cheek, a move Midon was against, then headed out of the door figuring that she’d given her mother enough quality time to make her happy.



Oswald Nelson walked by the open door of his daughter’s bedroom and couldn’t help stealing a glance inside. God, it was nice having his little girl home again. He noticed her luggage was still packed and sitting on the rocking chair in her room crushing a couple of her teddy bears.

“That girl is so lazy,” Oswald laughed to himself as he went inside to unpack for her. She may have been 32, but he could still do things for her. He put her clothing replicator chips out on her dresser and folded the couple of actual outfits she brought. Then, he stacked her padds neatly on the nightstand, but not before taking a quick look at his daughter’s work. Most of it was unintelligible to him. Biological observations and such. It made him proud to know that his little girls was so damn bright.

The final thing he came upon in the bag was a hypospray and several cartridges of medication.

“What in the world?” Oswald wondered. His mind raced. Was Amelia sick? She had been acting funny. But why wouldn’t she tell them? Unless…maybe she wasn’t sick. Maybe this was something else entirely. Quickly pocketing the hypospray and drug cartridges, Oswald headed down to the kitchen to find Harriet. She was gazing out the window watching Nelson walk toward town when he entered. She whirled around to face him as soon as she heard the door. They stared at each other for a few moments without saying a word, concern evident in both of their eyes.

“I’m worried about Amelia,” they said in unison.



Nelson left the seventh shop she’d visiting cursing herself once again for not buying her parents’ present earlier. What the hell did you buy for people who’d been married for forty years? Actually, she knew they’d love anything she gave them. They were sickeningly sweet that way. But she wanted to try for something special. Besides, it might soften the “Mom, Dad, I’m now joined with a symbiont” conversation that was bound to occur sooner or later…just hopefully not on this trip.



“I think I’ve figured it out,” Harriet said, taking a seat at the kitchen table. Oswald ordered a cup of coffee from the replicator and sat down across from his wife.

“She hasn’t been incredibly sneaky about it,” Oswald said.

“Then you know?”

“I am her father. I can see these things.”

“Then what do we do?”

“I don’t know.”

“I can’t believe my little girl’s pregnant,” Harriet wailed.

“Pregnant!” Oswald exclaimed.

“Of course,” Harriet said. “The vomiting. The bizarre eating habits. And her stomach does look a little bigger.”

“Then what are these?” Oswald asked, pulling the hypospray and cartridges out of his pocket and setting them down on the table.

“Drugs?”

“That’s what I think.”

“OUR DAUGHTER’S AN UNWED PREGNANT DRUG ADDICT!!!” they both screamed.



Crap. Crap! CRAP! How hard could it be to find a present for two old married people? This was getting ridiculous.



“What are we going to do?” Oswald said finally after a long period of silence.

“Get through tonight,” Harriet replied. “We have a lot of friends coming to this dinner, and I’m not going to let them know about Amelia.”

“I agree, but tomorrow we’ve got to talk to her. Let her know that we know and that we’ll help her in any way we can.”

“How could this happen? She was so sweet and innocent.”

“The universe is a dangerous place,” Oswald said.

“This is all Starfleet’s fault!”



Nelson’s parents weren’t home when she got back to the house. They were most likely already at the restaurant. She was running late after trying for hours to find the perfect gift. Finally, she’d found a little out-of-the-way place selling hand-carved diamond figurines. A set of candle holders carved out of huge chunks of real diamond, not the replicated stuff, caught her eye. Sure, it seemed kind of cheap to buy some worthless rocks for her parents, but the artistry of the sculptor more than made up for that, Nelson felt.

Nelson entered her bedroom and stopped dead in her tracks. Her travel case was gone. All of her belongings had been neatly put away except for her unlogi. She couldn’t find it anywhere. Maybe her parents had just put it in the bathroom, she thought, racing across the hall. Nope. Nowhere in sight. Midon involuntarily shuddered inside of her. She was already overdue for another dose. She had to find her unlogi and fast. What the hell was she going to do? She’d just have to find a subtle way to ask her parents for it back without telling them what was really going on. She was a doctor; surely she could think of some non-threatening condition that would require occasional injections. First, though, she had to get to that anniversary dinner and find her mom and dad.



Nelson was starting to get painful twinges from Midon by the time she got to The Briars. The Head Waiter quickly escorted her to the private dining room where her parents’ anniversary party was being held. It quickly became apparent that she was the youngest person there. The long dining table in the room was filled with her parents’ friends: the Taylors, the Seavers, the Reeds, and the Keatons. It was a reunion of her old neighborhood, only without the kids…except for her anyway.

“There she is!!!” Mr. Taylor shouted warmly. He’d always been like Nelson’s second father while she was growing up. Actually, he was the person who first got her interested in medicine thanks to his stories about working for the Federation Emergency Relief Service.

“Sorry, I’m late,” Nelson said, moving to the empty chair near her mother. She could feel her legs starting to quiver as she went. Systems all over her body would start completely shutting down soon if she didn’t get that unlogi.

“How are you feeling, dear?” her mother whispered.

“Fine,” Nelson said. “Did you unpack my stuff?”

“No, your father did? Is there a problem?”

“Oh no. I just had some medication in there for my…radiation poisoning.” Oooh, not the condition she probably should have gone with.

“What? When did that happen?”

“Just recently. We had an accident at the station. I’m fine. Really. I just need that drug.”

“Well, you’ll have to ask your father what he did with it,” Harriet replied suspiciously.

“Mom, you don’t understand.”

“I’m afraid that I do. Oswald…”

“Coming dear,” Oswald called from the other end of the table. He excused himself from his conversation with Mr. Seaver and Mr. Reed and headed down to Harriet and Nelson.

“She says she has radiation poisoning,” Harriet said.

“Right.”

“Dad, do you have my hypospray here or not?” Nelson said, barely able to control her anger. Her vision was starting to blur.

“I think we…”

“NO!!!!” Nelson screamed, jumping up from the table. “GIVE ME THE DAMN UNLOGI NOW!!!”

“Honey, calm down,” Harriet said.

“Amelia?” Mr. Taylor said in shock.

“We know all about it, dear. We can get you help,” Oswald said soothingly.

“All about what?” Nelson demanded. She was started to wobble on her feet. Her vision had gone from blurred to an all-out mess with images leaping in and out of focus and seeming to rush up to her then race far away.

“Our grandson,” Harriet said. “Now, we want to know who the father is eventually, but right now our main concern is that you stop doing the drugs.”

“Pregnant?” Mrs. Seaver gasped.

“Drugs!” Mr. Keaton shouted.

“What are you talking about?” Nelson said.

“Honey, stop lying to us.” Oswald said.

“I’m not pregnant,” Nelson said. “I’m joined!”

“What did you join?” Harriet asked, confused.

“No, I AM JOINED,” Nelson said. She could feel consciousness slipping away. “I have a symbiont, and I if don’t get that drug we’ll both…”

Nelson collapsed to the floor, as her world went dark.



The next sensation Nelson felt was Midon shifting slightly inside of her. She slowly tried to open her eyes, but found herself blinded by the bright lights around her. After a few moments of blinking and squinting, she was able to make out a sunlit hospital room.

“Unnnh,” she moaned softly.

“Honey,” her mother’s voice said from beside her. She felt a hand grip hers.

“How’s my baby?” her father asked, taking her other hand.

“Weak,” Nelson said, struggling to verbalize that much.

“Don’t speak, dear,” Harriet said. “Oswald, go get that doctor.”

Nelson turned her head enough to see her father head out of the room. Harriet lightly brushed Nelson’s forehead until Oswald returned with the doctor.

“Welcome back, Dr. Nelson,” the doctor said. “My name’s Dr. Xanarbis. You’re lucky to be here right now.”

“How long?” Nelson asked.

“Four days,” Xanarbis replied. “The shock to your system was severe. Luckily, your parents hadn’t disposed of your unlogi supply.”

“At least now we finally know the whole story,” Oswald said.

“I called up that Waystation of yours as soon as this happened,” Harriet said. “A Lieutenant Porter told me all about how you almost died to save that symbiont.” So Porter told them. Nelson wasn’t sure whether to slap or kiss Craig when she got back to the station.

“That was a wonderful thing you did,” Oswald said. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

“I didn’t know how you’d react,” Nelson said. “You’re always so protective of me, and I’m not really the same person anymore.”

“But you’re still our daughter,” Harriet said. “I don’t care if you’re joined with a slug or not.”

“Thanks,” Nelson said. “Sorry I kept this from you.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Oswald said. “We’re just glad you’re not pregnant.”

“Or a drug addict,” Harriet added.

“Nope, just your run-of-the-mill 700-year-old symbiont joined to a ravishing young Starfleet officer,” Nelson said.

“Well, if you can hear me, Midon, welcome to the family,” Harriet said.

“Thanks, Mom. And, we…I can hear you. We’re the same person now. Just treat me like you always have. Only call me Amedon now and I don’t like stroganoff anymore and I need the house kept a bit cooler and…”

“The slug’s really demanding,” Oswald whispered to his wife.

“I heard that!”



And Next Time in Renovations:

The arrival of the new saucer sections leaves Yeoman Tina Jones and Lieutnent Craig Porter with the not-so-thrilling task of examing them for problems. It’s dull, boring, drudge-work…at least until Jones realizes that she’s not alone on the saucer she’s been assigned to.
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STARDATE 50878

THE TENUOUS BELT BORDER PATROL SHIP USS EXETER



“Doctor, I don’t advise this maneuver,” Nurse Jim said warningly, staring at the Exeter’s Chief Medical Officer.

“I don’t care. I have faith that I can get it done and I’m the decision maker around here.”

“But, Doctor–”

“No but’s. Throw!”

As ordered, Nurse Jim hurled the tiny Vienna sausage through the air, and, like a prize athelete, the Chief Medical Officer sprung off the biobed and gobbled up the processed meat snack before hitting the ground and doing a neat tuck-and-roll.

“Excellent, Dr. Browning,” Jim said, clapping. “Excellent!”

Dr. Janice Browning lept to her feet, still chewing, and bowed. “It takes practice, Jim. A lot of practice.”

“Kri’bron to Dr. Browning.”

“Mmph, go ahead,” Browning said, swallowing the last hunk of sausage.

“We’ve detected a badly damaged transport ship in the radiation belt. We’re beaming the only survivior to Sickbay. She’s in need of immediate treatment.”

“Bring her on over, sir,”Browning said cheerily. “Jim, prep the diagnostic bed.”

“Yes, Doctor.”

Browning ambled over to the supply cabinet and grabbed her medical tricorder and hypospray kit, as her new patient materialized on the bed at the center of Sickbay in a blue glow. Jim immediately began checking the woman out with his tricorder.

“Okay, what’ve we got, Jimmy?”

“Middle-aged human female. Suffers from radiation poisoning, oxygen depravation and late-stage hypothermia.”

Browning leaned over the medtable. “Is she concious?”

“Barely.”

Browning nodded, turning back to face the patient. “Good afternoon, ma’am. And how are we today?”

“Ungggggggggg…” the woman moaned.

“Great,” Browning said, clacking a cartridge into her hypospray. “I’m going to give you another injection that should bring your vital readings back to normal…okay?”

“Uggggggg…”

“Yes, it certainly is,” Browning agreed, plunging the hypo into the woman’s arm. “So,” she said, as she monitored the woman’s vitals. “What brings you to this part of the Cardassian border?”

“Smuggling…for…the Ferengi.”

Browning clicked her tongue, checking the woman’s eyes for dilation. “Tsk tsk tsk. That’s dirty business, Miss…”

“Maguire. Ms.”

“Ms. Maguire. You’re lucky you weren’t killed out here. What happened, anyway?”

“Jem’Hadar attack. Took my cargo…” she moaned.

“In that case, you’re lucky you weren’t taken hostage. I heard those Jem’Hadar prisons are no fun.”

“Mm hm.”

“Well,” Browning said, putting away her equipment. “You’re out of the woods, Ms. Maguire. We’ll keep you here for observation then set you up in some quarters. I imagine the captain would like to talk to you as soon as you’re feeling better.”

Ms. Maguire smiled. “Thank you, Doctor.”

Browning grinned. “Not a problem.” She glanced down at the surface of the biobed. Some kind of thick liquid was oozing from somewhere on Maquire’s body. “Hey, that’s not right…”

Maquire’s eyes grew wide as Browning reached out to touch the liquid. Suddenly the liquid seemed to suck right back into Maguire’s shoulder.

“Hmm,” Browning said. “Has that ever happened before?”

“Uhhh…you know how space is. If you fly around long enough you’re bound to pick up…something gross.”

“Want me to take a blood sample and check it out?” Browning offered.

“NO!” Maguire said quickly. “I mean, I’ll get it checked when I get back to port.”

Browning shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

“Oh, and Dr. Browning…” the woman said, as Browning turned back toward her office.

“Yes?”

“I could use something to pass the time until your medicines take effect.”

“We don’t have much in the way of amusements…” Browning said. “I could give you a padd that patches into the main computer, if you like.”

Maguire’s eyes shined. “That would be marvelous.”

“Coming right up!”



“Dinner,” Dr. Browning said cheerfully, setting a tray down on the table next to Ms. Maguire’s bed. The woman had been very quiet all afternoon, which meant, Browning reasoned, that she’d found some excellent reading in the ship’s database. “So, what are you reading?”

“Nothing of importance,” Maguire said, shrugging away and covering her padd.

Browning leaned over Maguire’s shoulder. “Come on. Let me see.”

“No!”

“Please!”

“No!”

Browning plunged a finger into Maguire’s armpit and began tickling, using the moment of distraction to rip the padd out of the woman’s hands.

“Let’s see what you’ve got. A steTina romance novel, perhaps?” Browning asked, paging through the padd. “IPS power flow regulation? Warp containment control? Those are strange names for novels.”

“They aren’t novels,” Maguire growled, as suddenly her arm stretched across the space between her and Browning and wrapped around the padd.

Browning stumbled backward as the arm changed into a long, slippery flipper and smacked her in the face.

“Ow! That isn’t nice!”

“You’re all dead!” Maguire cried, turning liquid and hurling herself into an air vent.

Jim rushed into the intensive care ward. “Doctor! What happened?”

“I’m not sure, but there’s a possibility we have a changeling aboard.”

“What makes you say that?”

“A hunch.”



Captain Kri’Bron was heading toward Sickbay to check on the injured woman that had been beamed aboard, when suddenly Dr. Browning slammed into him just as he was rounding a corner.

“Doctor, what is wrong?” the Vulcan asked calmly.

“Changeling. In ship. Warp core…” Browning managed to choke out.

Nurse Jim was right on Browning’s heels. “We have to stop that Changeling, sir!”

“Affirmative,” Kri’Bron said. “Kri’Bron to Security. Intruder alert. There is a changeling aboard.”

“She had a padd with her that’s tied into the main computer,” Dr. Browning said hurriedly. “I think she could use it to screw up the ship!”

“She?”

“Yes, Ms. Maguire.”

“The woman we rescued?”

Browning bobbed her head.

“That is the Changeling? Did you not examine her blood when you treated her?’

Browning shook her head.

“And how exactly did she get control of our computer?”

Browning waffled. “I sort of…gave it to her.”

Kri’Bron’s expression darkened. “Then we have little time to act. In which direction did the Changeling go?”

Browning pointed, and Kri’Bron turned around and hurried down the corridor. “Accompany me,” he said tersely.

Jim and Browning hurried after.

“Sir, are you mad at me?” Browning asked meekly.

“Vulcans are not capable of anger,” Kri’Bron tossed back.

“You didn’t answer my question. Are you mad at me?”

“Yes.”

“It must have been that orange jelly I saw leaking out of her,” Browning said, as she and Jim followed Kri’Bron through the Jefferies tube, phaser rifles at the ready.

Kri’Bron stopped moving and turned his attention away from his tricorder. “You saw orange gel leak out of her?”

Browning shrugged. “I thought it may have been marmalade.”

“Structure. Logic. Function. Control,” Kri’Bron muttered, gripping his phaser rifle and continuing through the tube.

Suddenly Kri’Bron’s communicator chirped. “Lt. Falco to Kri’Bron. We just got a massive power disruption in the warp core power network! I can’t seem to stop it from cascading through the entire system! If I can’t stop it, it will destroy the containment field system in minutes!”

“Very well,” Kri’Bron said grimly. “Seal off engineering and get your people out of there. There is nothing more you can do.”

“Right, sir.”

“Gee, I feel partly responsible for this,” Browning said worriedly.

“You are completely responsible for this!” Kri’Bron said, trying to control his anger. “Now we must continue to search for the–”

“Changeling!” Jim cried, as a slippery orange tentacle slapped Kri’Bron back against Dr. Browning.

The Vulcan’s phaser wildy shot through the air as the tentacle wrapped around him.

“I’ll help you, Captain!” Browning cried, firing her phaser at the tentacle.

The phaser beam severed the tentacle and continued right through into Kri’Bron’s shoulder.

The Vulcan’s face scrunched up as he suppressed the urge to cry out in pain. “Someone…stop…it…”

“Right!” Browning cried, scrambling over Kri’Bron and giving chase down the tube.

“Captain Kri’Bron! This is Falco. I can’t get the magnetic interlocks on the saucer section to release. The Changeling must have destroyed the command pathways. Someone will have to manually blow the release charges!”

“Jim,” Kri’Bron choked out, gripping his shoulder. “Go.”

“Yes, sir,” Jim said, once again crawling over Kri’Bron.

Kri’Bron stifled a yelp. “Structure! Function! Logic! Control!”



Dr. Browning slid out of the Jefferies tube and into the cramped chamber that served as the nerve center for the saucer separation process. From here, one could activate the manual charges that would blow the saucer free of the engineering section.

Already hunched over the controls was Nurse Jim.

“Hey, Jim!” Browning said. “What are you doing in here?”

“Trying to separate the ship,” Jim replied. “What happened to the Changeling?”

“Oh. I don’t know. I lost him in the tubes. Man, those things are like a maze!”

“No kidding,” Jim said. “Then again, a simpleton like yourself couldn’t find her way across an empty room.”

“Yep, that’s sure…” Browning stopped. “What?”

Jim turned around, a manaical grin spreading across his face. “You imbecile!”

His hand stretched out into a huge flipper, knocking Browning across the cramped compartment.

Browning’s phaser rifle went flying as she struggled to right herself. “Where’s Nurse Jim?” she asked, tumbling to her feet.

“Nursing his own wounds about now,” the Changeling replied. “But I’d be more worried about myself if I were you.”

“Why would I worry about you?”

“No, I mean…never mind!”

“Core breach in three minutes.”

“As your people say,” the Changeling said, grabbing the phaser rifle and walking over to Browning. “That is all she wrote.”

“I hate marmalade!” Browning screamed, hurling herself against the Changeling, who simply made himself liquid.

The CMO passed right through the Changeling, coming out on the other side covered in slimy orange gook.

“Ewww!” Browning cried, stumbling around the room and reaching out blindly with her hands.

“Come back!” the changeling cried. “Those are pieces of me sticking to you!”

“Core breach in two minutes.”

Browning’s hands found the saucer connection control panel, and as her fingers felt for purchase, she rapped several important buttons.

“Manual override selected. Use command authorization to initiate manual saucer separation.”

“Browning…” Browning thought really hard. She’d never used her command authorization before. Why hadn’t she written it down.

A huge tentacle slapped her away. “No you don’t!” The Changeling cried. “I refuse to let an imbecile like you get in the way of my mission!”

“You don’t have much of a choice!” Browning said, fancying that a pretty good comeback. She still had a hard time remembering that command authorization.

The Changeling continued to slap at Browning. “Forget about it, Doctor. You’ll never stop me! You’ll find that I am not one to…”

“That’s it!” Browning cried. “Computer, command authorization Browning Omicron One-two-one-two!”

“Acknowledged. Initiating saucer separation.”

“That was too easy,” the Changeling muttered, as Browning pushed past him and barreled through the closing doors to the Jefferies tube that led back into the saucer section.

Before the changeling could follow, explosions ripped through the deck below him, as the saucer section blew free of the secondary hull.



Browning stumbled out into the corridor and wiped a hand over her forehead as the saucer section shuddered, apparently from the explosion of the engineering section.

“Computer, locate Nurse Jim,” Browning said, falling to the deck in a heap.

“Nurse Jim is not aboard the Exeter.”

Browning pounded the deck. “Oh, poor poor Nurse Jim!”

“Doctor…” Kri’Bron said, looming over Browning.

Browning looked up. “Yes, Captain?”

“I see you were successful in separating the ship?”

“Yes, sir. Sorry I helped that Changeling destroy half the Exeter.”

“Do not worry. I am sure we will get a new ship,” Kri’Bron said.

Browning’s expression brightened. “Really?”

“Affirmative. However, you will not serve on it. You are without question the most incompetent crewmember I have ever served with. I will reccomend to Starfleet that your commission and license to practice be suspended until you undergo a heavy referesher course in military and medical protocol. And even if you pass that refresher course, I can assure you that you will never serve under my command again.”

Browning watched Kri’Bron walk away. “So you’re telling me I have a chance?”



STARDATE 51602 INTERIM WAYSTATION OFFICE AND HOUSING COMPLEX A.K.A “WAYSTATION VILLAGE”



“Would you look at that,” Bradley Dillon said, watching through the massive viewport that had been built into one of the several adjoined cargo modules that had been home to the Waystation crew for three weeks now.

Yeoman Tina Jones sipped at her chilled v’haspant coolatta. “They’re much bigger than the old ones.”

Bradley was referring to the two Ambassador-class saucer sections that were being tractored into place by runabouts approximately forty thousand kilometers away from Waystation Village.

According to what Tina Jones had learned from Lt. Porter, the plan was to extensively renovate the used, or as Starfleet liked to say, “nused,” saucer sections, then add additional decks and docking ports. Afterwards, the saucers would be joined together using a rebuilt and enlarged connecting tube.

It was an ambitious project to be sure, and would likely take months to complete.

Of course, in the meantime, Tina Jones didn’t even have a Liason Office to oversee. What would she busy herself with all those months? It was a scary prospect, spending the time sharing a cargo module with Bradley Dillon and the two Andorians that ran the restaurant in Waystation’s food court.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Bradley said, glancing over his shoulder at Jones.

Jones shrugged. “Just looking forward to the end of this whole renovation thing.”

“Come on,” Bradley said, pulling up a chair in the stark observation cabin, turning it backwards and lowering himself. “Think of this as a great adventure. Here we are, stuck in these cargo containers…helpless in the heart of the great unknown. Hmm…I could write a novel about it.”

“I wouldn’t read it,” Jones said, knocking back the rest of her coolatta and ducking out of the observation cabin.

Bradley smiled. “Perhaps, but I’m sure someone would.”



“MAKE IT STOP!” Beck rolled over in her bed and pressed her pillow harder against her ears. Dr. Nelson had been playing a strange mix of Earth and Braktian music for hours each night ever since she’d moved in to the cabin adjacent to Beck’s, and it was beginning to drive Beck crazy. Just as the remix “Don’t Stop Thinking About Ztarro” by Fleetwood Shrak began, Beck decided that enough was enough.

Beck rolled out of bed and stomped over to the door that adjoined her cabin with Nelson’s.

“Doctor Nelson,” Beck snapped, pounding the door chime.

“Yes.”

“The music. Stop it. Now.”

“Hey, Commander. I have rights, you know.”

“Those rights do not include keeping me up through the night with that infernal music!”

“I happen to like it. If you’d just open your mind to new…”

“Computer, override door lock, authorization Beck Kappa Four Two Zero.”

“Acknowledged.”

Beck thundered through the door to Nelson’s quarters and ripped the isolinear chip out of its receptacle on Nelson’s desk.

“Open your mind to this, doctor.” Beck snapped the isolinear chip in two between her thumb and forefinger and whirled around, bulling back into her quarters, her frilly housecoat waving behind her.

One minute later, the Braktian remix of “Stayin’ Alive” boomed between Beck’s ears.

“I have dozens more chips where that one came from, Commander!” Nelson said playfully over the comm.

“NELSON!”

“Porter to Beck.”

Beck pulled her hair back and sat up in bed. Obviously, she was not going to get to sleep any time soon. “What is it, Craig?”

“The work crews just contacted me. They’re ready for us to go through and inspect the new saucer sections.”

“I’m not going,” Beck muttered. “I am going to get seven full hours of sleep if I have to put myself under heavy sedation, is that clear?”

“Crystal. So who should I get to inspect the other saucer? Morales and Russell still haven’t returned from their meeting with the interior decorator on the Klingon homeworld.”

Beck scrubbed a hand over her face. “I don’t know. What’s Jones up to?”

“I don’t think she’s doing anything.”

“There you go. She’s yours, Craig.”

“Why thank you. I’ll go ahead and have her stuffed and mounted in my quarters.”

“Okay. I’m going to sleep now. Beck out.”



“Finally, something constructive to do,” Yeoman Jones said excitedly as Lt. Porter completed the preflight diagnostics on the runabout Yadkin.

“Don’t get your hopes up, Tina,” Porter said, warming up the runabout engines and disengaging the magnetic locks on the airlock tube that connected the Yadkin to a cargo module. “This is going to be an extremely tedious job. Starfleet wants us to inspect every inch of those two saucers to make sure they are clear of all top secret materiel before letting the construction company begin work.”

The runabout slowly arced around, bringing the scattering of parts and buzzing workbees that constituted the construction zone.

“Still. Anything is better than spending all day cooped up in that cargo module with Bradley Dillon and two Andorians.”

“Yeah. You’ll be cooped up in a powered-down Starfleet saucer section with a bunch of smelly construction workers. Oh, rapture!”

“Spoil sport.”

Porter bumped the engines up to half impulse as a glowing sign flew by the forward viewports.



COMING SOON:

A NEW, IMPROVED WAYSTATION!

BROUGHT TO YOU BY THE UNITED FEDERATION OF PLANETS

IN CONJUNCTION WITH THE ZENEDRON CONSTRUCTION GROUP



“I hope Starfleet knows what it’s doing hiring outside contractors.”

“Hey, they were nearly wiped out by the Dominion. Engineers are not exactly plentiful right now. We have to take what we can get,” Porter said.

“I guess you’re right,” Jones agreed. “At least we’re getting our station back.”

“Exactly.”

Suddenly a tiny streak of gray whizzed in front of the runabout’s windows.

“What the hell was that?” Porter asked, as the Yadkin pitched to port to avoid a collision.

Jones punched the comm system. “Hailing the workbee off our starboard bow. This is the Starfleet runabout Yadkin. You almost hit us!”

“Watch your mouth, sweet cheeks! This is our operation and we’ll go wherever the hell we want. You’d better just steer clear!”

“Charming guy,” Porter quipped. “I hope all the construction workers are up to that standard.”



Jones found out quite soon after Porter beamed her aboard the saucer section she was assigned to investigate that, indeed, the other construction workers were not as mannerful as the one that had almost smashed into them.

“Welcome to the freaking Exeter,” a chubby, balding man barked, hitching his tool belt up around his expansive tummy and gesturing around the cargo bay. “It’s about time you got here. My men haven’t been allowed off this deck because of big ‘security’ matters. We can only sit around and drink Romulan Ale for so long! So why don’t you get your can in gear and start inspectin’, honey?”

Jones stepped back a bit. She could smell the Romulan Ale on the man’s breath. “Okay, okay. I’ll go as fast as I can.”

“Don’t strain yourself, doll.”

“Hey, I am not your doll!” Jones protested. “Mister…”

The fat man slapped Jones on the rear end. “Buck. Buck Winters. Now get along.”

Smouldering, Jones stomped out of the cargo bay, idly wondering if Lt. Porter was having equally bad luck aboard the saucer from the Cheever.

Who did those construction workers think they were, anyway? Didn’t they know that this was the seventies? No one in Starfleet would ever act so offensive. Probably no one in the Federation, for that matter, so why were these guys being so mean?

Jones resolved that she would keep as far away as possible from the construction workers during her inspection.

According to the padd Commander Beck had given her, Yeoman Jones’s first job was to climb a Jefferies tube to the bridge and reinitiate the computer core. After the Starfleet tugs had delivered the saucer sections, they were ordered to deactivate main power and computer control, so that unauthorized personnel such as the construction workers would not tamper with the Starfleet materiel still left aboard.

Jones kicked open the panel that led out onto the bridge and slid out of the Jefferies tube, surveying her surroundings.

The bridge was about the size of the Secondprize bridge, and set up in the traditional forward conn/ops, center command arena, and rear science, tactical, and engineering configuration. Jones considered that Starfleet would be much more interesting if the bridge designs had a little more variety.

Once she had found the computer access console, Jones sat down and began the work of restoring internal sensors.

Engineers at Starbase 211 had already blanked most of the computer core and stripped out the phaser banks, shield generators, and photon tubes, but there was still some very sensitive equipment left aboard the Exeter saucer and it was Jones’s job to inventory all of it and earmark it for removal by Porter’s subsequently arriving engineering team.

It was times like this that made Yeoman Jones wish that Waystation had an inventory officer.

“Yeoman Jones.”

Jones whirled around in her chair. “What?”

There was nobody there.

Wheeling back toward the console, Jones called up the internal sensors for the bridge. She was the only person there. And no one had transported in, used the comm system, or come in through any of the enty/egress hatches.

“Yeoman Jones.”

Jones squeezed her hands into fists. “What?”

“BOO!”

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHH!”

In one swift, acrobatic movement, Jones was inside the Jefferies tube again.



“Watcha doin’?”

Porter grimaced, deactivating his protoplaser and glancing over his shoudler. “Deactivating the shield control sequencers, Carl.”

“No kiddin’? What’s that like?”

“It’s like…it’s like….I don’t know.” Porter sighed. “Listen, Carl, you seem like a nice guy, but I have a lot to do and I can’t get it all done if I have to describe each and every aspect!”

The stocky, barrel-chested construction worker removed his hardhat and scratched his head. “So what are you tryin’ to say?”

“I’m trying to–”

“Jones to Porter!”

“Hold on a second.” Porter slapped his comm badge. “What is it, Tina?”

“HELLLLLLLLLLLLLLP!”

Porter was up and moving across the Cheever’s auxilliary engineering compartment in seconds. “Carl, I have an important job for you. I need you to stay here and watch this compartment until I get back. Don’t let anyone touch anything, got it?”

Carl stiffened and saluted awkwardly, his tool belt clanging around his belly. “You can count on me, Lieutenant!”

“Good. Porter to Yadkin. Initiate site-to-site transport from here to the Yeoman Tina Jones’s location immediately.”

“Acknowledged,” replied the runabout computer.



“Ouch!” Porter said, as his head clanged against the inside of the Jefferies tube. The runabout computer had neglected to tell him that he’d be beamed horizontally into a cramped space.

“Craig! Thank goodness you’re here!” Yeoman Jones said, engulfing Porter with her arms.

“What’s wrong, Tina…” Porter choked out.

“There’s a ghost out on the bridge!”

“Ha ha. Very funny. Can I get back to work now?”

“I’m not kidding,” Jones whispered.

“Tina…there is no such thing as ghosts. You know that. You took Superstition 101 at the Academy, didn’t you.”

“Listen, I know what I saw…I mean heard. Someone was talking to me out there, and he didn’t show up on internal sensors and he wasn’t using the comm system!”

“I’m sure it was just your imagination,” Porter said. “Would it make you feel better if I went out there and checked just to make sure?”

Jones nodded briskly.

“Fine.” Porter removed the phaser from his belt, more to humor Jones than anything else, and slid out of the Jefferies tube. “Hello…ghosty? Where are you? Hello? Mr. Ghost? Can I call you Casper? Helloooooo?”

Jones peeked fearfully out of the tube. “Well?”

Porter looked around the bridge and shook his head, holstering his phaser. “Nothing.” He pulled out his tricorder and began to scan. “But just for the sake of argument, I’ll check the subspace and interphase areas around us. It could be some kind of creature that doesn’t exist in our space.”

“Whatever the case,” Jones said, creeping out of the tube. “He knew my name.”

“I see. Well, the tricorder doesn’t show anything out of the ordinary.” Porter closed the tricorder. “Do you want me to send you back to the Village and call Ensign Stanton out here, Tina?”

Jones shook her head. “No. No, I don’t want to spend any more time in that boring place than I have to. I guess my imagination could have just ran away with me. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

“You’re sure?”

“Uh-huh. Positive.”

Porter grinned, patting Jones on the shoulder. “Okay. If you have any more problems, just call.”

“Right.”



Over the next several hours, Yeoman Jones continued her inspection of the Exeter’s saucer section without incident.

The computer core was up and running, main power was restored, and she’d secured all the command pathways on the ship with her own access code. Now all that was left was the tedious cataloguing of all the sensitive Starfleet materiel. In short, fun and games.

“Winters to Jones. Are we clear to start ripping out deck three yet?”

“Yep,” Jones said, closing her tricorder. “It’s all clear.”

“Good. We’ve been itching for some serious demo work.”

“I’m sure you have. Have fun.”

“If I wanted to have fun, I’d go down there and…”

“That’s enough, Buck!” Jones said, slapping her comm badge to close the channel. She resolved that, when this assignment was over, she’d put that son of a bitch on report.

Jones considered how to phrase the misconduct report as she continued down the corridor of Deck Seven.

“Let’s see,” Jones said, pulling out her data padd. “Sickbay. Remove all biomemetic gels and nucleic testing equipment. Sounds simple enough.”

The Yeoman proceeded through the doors to Sickbay and looked around. It was really dark–and more decorative than the other sections of the Exeter’s saucer that she’d seen.

Lavender curtains surrounded the biobed at the center of sickbay, and unlit candles peppered the room. And Jones wasn’t sure, but she was almost certain she could smell incense burning.

“Must be some kind of failure in the air recycling system,” Jones said to herself, as she searched the operating room.

That incense smell seemed to keep getting stronger.

By the time Jones returned to the main area of Sickbay, her arms and legs felt like sandbags were tied to them.

And then the music started.

First with a booming chorus of….

“Ooka chaka ooka ooka ooka chaka ooka ooka ooka chaka”

Jones rubbed her head and collapsed on to the biobed at the center of Sickbay. “So tired…” she murmurred.

Then…



I can’t stop this feeling,

Deep inside of me.

Girl you just don’t realize,

what you do to me.



“Computer…where is that music coming from?”

“Unknown.”

“Can you deactivate it?”

“Negative.”

“That’s okay. It’s kind of nice.” Jones laid back on the medtable and swung the curtains around her. A nice nap would do her wonders.



When you hold me,

In your arms so tight,

You let me know everything’s all right.



Yeoman Jones suddenly found herself playing in a field of flower petals, as sunshine showered down on her. She skipped along, throwing handfuls of petals into the air. Oh, what a beautiful day!



I-I-I-I’m hooked on a feeling,

I’m high on believing

That you’re in love with me.



Lips as sweet as candy,

Its taste is on my mind,

Girl you’ve got me thirsty

for another cup of wine.



“Hmm hmm hmm hmm hmm,” Jones sang, skipping through the field. Then, suddenly, she took flight, and the purple petals shrank in the distance. She was floating through the clouds!



Got a bug from you girl,

But I don’t need no cure.

I just stay a victim,

If I can for sure.



All the good love,

When we’re all alone.

Keep it up girl.

Yeah, you turn me on.



Jones soared through the air, executing perfect barrel rolls and flips …oh, to be free and unencumbered!



I-I-I-I’m hooked on a feeling,

I’m high on believing

That you’re in love with me.



All the good love,

When we’re all alone.

Keep it up girl.

Yeah, you turn me on.



Then suddenly Jones felt her limbs grow limp, and she coasted back to Earth, floating downward until her body brushed against a huge pile of lavender petals. “Mmm…” Jones said, closing her eyes and rolling in the petals. “This is the stuff!”



I said I’m hooked on a feeling,

and I’m high on believing,

that you’re in love with me!

Hooked on a feeling!



“Patient responding favorably to anesthesia. Appears to be in semi-concious state. Good coloring. Vitals all appear normal.”

“Hmm?” Jones asked, opening her eyes. Everything was still dark. She felt some kind of soft fabric over her eyes. A blindfold!

“Oh, good. You’re awake.”

“Hello? Is this Buck?” Jones asked angrily.

“No.”

Suddenly a creepy feeling found its way up Jones’s spine. “You’re not the ghost, are you?”

“Ha ha. I suppose you could call me that.”

“AAAHHHHHHH!” Jones screamed, struggling to get up. She slammed against a painful forcefield and smacked back against the biobed. “Who are you? What are you doing?”

“I’m just a lonely spirit looking for some company, madam,” the voice said darkly. “Surely you could offer me at least that.”

“I don’t think so. How about you just let me go?”

“Hmmm…let’s see…um, no?”

“JONES TO PORTER!”

The voice clikced its tongue. “Sorry. I had to destroy your communicator.”

“I should still be able to use the ship’s internal comm…”

“Nope. Deactivated.”

“How could you have done that? I’m the only one with the password!”

“That’s what you think. You see, Tina, I was there when you created the password! Spying on you from an air duct and hiding in a sensor shadow. I then used your password…then changed it! So I guess the joke is on you, huh?”

“So you are the ghost!”

“In a sense. Like I said, I’m just lonesome.”

“That’s what Orion slave girls are for, buster!”

“Not that kind of lonesome. My, you must take me for a complete cad.”

“What’s a cad?”

The voice just laughed. A deep, remorseful, resounding laugh. “You see, Yeoman Jones, I have been on this ship alone for a long while. I have mastered all its hidden crawlways and secret systems. There’s no escape from the phantom!”

“LET ME OUT OF HERE!!!!”



“Whatcha doin’?”

Lt. Porter gritted his teeth. “I’m cataloguing the external sensor matrices, Carl.”

“Is that fun?”

“No.”

“Are you almost done?”

“Yes.”

“Then what?”

Porter slammed his tool case closed and stood up. “Then I return to what I laughingly refer to as home’ nowadays.”

“Can I go?”

“Absolutely not.”

Carl frowned. “Why not?”

“Because you’re supposed to work on renovating this saucer section. Hasn’t your foreman gone over this with you?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“On who the foreman is.”

Porter shook his head and ducked out of the Jefferies tube. He didn’t know much about the Zenedron Construction Group, but judging by his brief encounters with some of its employees, it didn’t seem like they had very high hiring standards.

“Porter to Jones. You almost ready to go?”

Nothing.

“Porter to Jones?”

Again, nothing.

“Where is she?” Carl asked.

“I don’t know,” Porter snapped. “Porter to Winters.”

“WHAT? I’m workin’ over here!”

“I’m well aware of that, Mr. Winters. Do you happen to know where Yeoman Jones is?”

“Nope. Haven’t heard from her in hours.”

“Just great,” Porter said. “Porter to Yadkin. Locate Yeoman Jones.”

“Yeoman Jones is not within sensor range,” replied the Yadkin computer.

“What?” Porter was beginning to become concerned. “Then transport me aboard, computer.”

Once aboard the Yadkin, Porter did a series of scans, confirming that no one transported away from the construction site or left aboard any kind of spacecraft. Thus, Tina Jones was still somewhere aboard the Exeter saucer.

“Computer, lock on to Yeoman Jones’s last known coordinates and beam me over to the Exeter immediatley.”

“Unable to comply. Yeoman Jones’s last known location was the Exeter Sickbay. That area is currently sealed off by forcefields.”

“Can they be disabled from here?”

“Negative.”

“Something smells rotten around here. Transport me to the corridor outside sickbay and send a message telling the construction workers aboard Exeter to meet me there.”

“Acknowledged.”



“You know, there are easier ways to make friends,” Jones said, as she tried desparately to ignore the strains of electronic keyboard echoing throughout Sickbay.

“The phantom of the Exeter is here, right by your side!” the voice said eerily as the keyboarding continued.

Suddenly Jones heard the door chime.

“Hello?” a muffled voice said. “Yeoman Jones? Are you in there?”

“Lt. Porter!” Tina cried.

“Go away!” the phantom roared.

“And just who the heck are you?” Porter’s voice replied.

“The phantom of the Exeter!” sang the phantom.

“Yeah, right. And I’m the Great Bird of the Galaxy.”

“Leave us alone, you inept fool!” cried the phantom.

“Not until you release Yeoman Jones!”

“How about we make a compromise and I kill you?” the phantom offered.

“No! I don’t like that one bit!”

“Too bad!” the phantom said. “Computer, deactivate life support and evacuate the air from all sections of the ship except Sickbay, authorization Phantom Four Four Seven.”

“Don’t do that!” Jones shouted. “Just who do you think you are?”

The electronic piano again. “The phantom of the Exeter!”



“Hey, Porter,” Buck Winters said, looking around fearfully. “I hear a giant sucking sound, and it has nothin’ to do wit the economy!”

“Porter to Yadkin! Emergency transport…everyone you can lock on to!”

“Acknowledged.”

Porter felt elbows and knees jab into him from all sides as he materialized aboard the Yadkin. Additionally, his face was squished against the forward viewport.

Twisting his head around, Porter immediately figured out what was wrong. There were twenty-odd construction workers aboard the Exeter saucer, which well exceeded the reccomended seating capacity of the Danube-class runabout.

“Hey, guys, give me some room,” Porter said, sliding off the helm panel and pushing construction workers away. “Move back into the aft compartment or something.”

Winters stared over Porter’s shoulder as some of the other workers moved back into the aft compartment. “So what are you going to do?”

“I’m contacting Waystation Village and apprising them of the situation. Not that they can do much with both runabouts gone. Then I’m going to try to break through that shielding around Sickbay.”

“Well, if I was you, I’d take those there fancy Starfleet phasers and blow a hole right in the hull of that there saucer.”

“Well, you are not me. I am going to find a slightly less destructive way out of this. A way that won’t result in Yeoman Jones and this Phantom’ being blown out into space.”

Buck Winters huffed. “Fine. Have it your way.”



“The patient appears ready for surgery,” the voice said, as Jones heard the curtains whisk away.

Then suddenly the mask snapped off Jones’s face, and the glare of a palm beacon met her eyes.

“Are you ready for surgery?” a voice beyond the light asked. With an electrical hiss, Jones felt the restraining field give way as a cold hand gripped her wrist. “Let’s get you into the OR.”

Jones batted the light away and pushed off the biobed, running for the doors to Sickbay.

She slammed against them and a hand whipped her around. “Sorry. Locked.”

“Oh…my…goodness…” Jones gasped.

Before her stood a burly, moustached, balding man in Starfleet-issue medical scrubs…and he had a cape!

“Come now! You don’t want to miss your labotomy!” the phantom cried.

And somewhere in the neighborhood of two-thirds of his face and neck were horribly scarred and burned.

“You’re not a phantom!” Jones cried. “You’re just a scarred-up nurse with a cape!”

“MEDICAL ASSISTANT!” the man cried. “Men are NOT nurses! I am Medical Assistant Jim Crawford. Got it? MEDICAL ASSISTANT!”

“Whatever you say. Bottom line, you’re a wacko!” Jones dove between Nurse Jim’s legs and scrambled toward the rear of Sickbay.

Jones heard a howl of anger as she slid through the opening door to the office at the rear of Sickbay. She pounded the panel to close and lock the transparent aluminum door, just in time to see Nurse Jim slam against it, banging it with his fists.

Wheeling around, Jones quickly scanned the cramped office. Nothing to help her. Desk, chair, padds, microscope…pizza oven?

Why would someone have a pizza oven in their office?

As Jones pondered this, the door to the doctor’s office swung open.

“You forget, my dear–I control all the access codes on the Exeter, thanks to you!” Nurse Jim shrieked, firing up a phaser scalpel and rushing Yeoman Jones. “Now let’s not get a-HEAD of ourselves!”

Jones yelped and dove inside the receiving end of the pizza oven, crawling through its cavernous inner structure as Nurse Jim followed after, grabbing for her ankles.

“Come here, you–”

Jones rolled out the other end of the oven and quickly tapped its control panel, turning the temperature to maximum.

Jones ignored the peals of laughter that ensued from within the oven, plunging out of the office and back into Sickbay proper.

“My pain receptors were burned to a crisp long ago, Sunshine!” Nurse Jim howled.

Jones searched sickbay for a weapon, finally coming upon a hypospray. It wasn’t quite as good as the phaser scalpel, but filled with tranquilizer it would do the job.

A furious battle cry suddenly ensued and Nurse Jim slammed into Jones, knocking her painfully to the deck as he stabbed his phaser scalpel into the air, preparing to go in for the kill.

“What’s your problem?” Jones asked, wrenching around as Nurse Jim waved the hot, shining phaser scalpel in her faec.

“My problem is, the former CMO of the Exeter, Doctor Janice Browning, was incompetent enough to let a Changeling destroy half the ship. Then she and the rest of the Exeter crew left me for dead as I was caught in the explosion of the manual saucer separation charges. Since the Changeling stowed me in a compartment between the two sections of the Exeter, I guess the computer didn’t register me as being aboard. When I finally came to, I was in the middle of a scrap yard and there was no one else around. You imagine how that could drive a guy a little crazy!”

“Yeah. I guess, but you don’t have to take it out on me. I’m not Dr. Browning,” Jones said, edging away from Jim. Jim clamped his hands over his ears and screamed.

“NOOO! Don’t say that cursed name!”

“But you said it?”

“Don’t contradict a phantom with a laser scalpel,” Jim snapped, raising the make-shift weapon into the air above Jones’s head. “You have no idea what I’ve been through. The pain. The lonliness.”

“Then let me get you some help. That’s my job.”

“You’re a psychiatrist!” Jim exclaimed. “My prayers have been answered! You’ll understand me!”

“Uh…I’m a liaison officer actually.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“Well, I greet incoming ships and help their crews with any problems they might have on Waystation. I could set you up an appointment with our station counselor. No problem.”

“And some reconstructive surgery?” Jim asked hopefully, running a hand down his scarred face. “Sure.” “And can you help me track down and kill Janice Browning?” “Now you’re pushing it.”



Mission Log, Yeoman Tina Jones,

Stardate 51603.2. I’ve completed my investigation of the Exeter’s saucer section. After clearing out some…unneeded parts, I certify it ready for renovation.



“A little bit lacking in detail, but good enough,” Porter said, as he guided the Yadkin back toward Waystation Village.

“Hey, if Starfleet wants, they can look up my full report. I just see no reason to describe the incident twice. I’m just glad Jim will finally be getting some help. I hear Tantalus V is lovely this time of year”

“I just feel sorry for Nurse Jim. He didn’t ask for what happened to him. It just sounds like he ran into some bad luck..”

“Yeah, this Dr. Browning just seems to be a bad luck tractor beam,” Jones said, leaning back in her chair. “First a Changeling destroys half the Exeter, then she gets assigned to the Aerostar, which promptly vanishes.”

“Yeah. Too bad for them,” Porter said. “Who knows. Maybe they’ll turn up again.”

“Don’t hold your breath,” Jones said, smiling weakly. “Now initiate those docking maneuvers already. I can’t wait to get back to my cargo module.”



And NEXT TIME on STAR TRAKS: WAYSTATION: RENOVATIONS -



Bradley Dillon receives news that will change his life forever…if he lives that long.
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“Do you have this in teal?”

“No,” Bradley Dillon replied, giving the Nausicaan an angry glare. “It’s a flashlight. It comes in gray.”

“Teal would be some much more stylish.”

“I’ll take it up with the manufacturer.”

“I would appreciate that,” the Nausicaan replied, placing his selections on the make-shift counter for Bradley to ring up.

“Have a nice day,” Bradley said flatly as the Nausicaan carefully picked his way through the piles of merchandise on the floor and headed to the exit of Dillon’s Supply Depot’s temporary home in the Waystation Village.

Commander Beck had only been able to allot Bradley one cargo module for his store, and it wasn’t nearly enough. He had tents on top of replicators on top of those new TerryFormer Jr. units he’d just received. Under these circumstances, business was almost impossible.

Two sweet-looking old ladies entered the store, pausing a moment to take in the chaos of scattered objects.

“Looks like you could use a maid,” one of them said.

“You volunteering,” Bradley replied, trying to muster as much charm as possible. A customer was a customer.

“Actually, we were looking for something in way of a control device.”

“Control? What do you want to control?”

“Animals.”

“You mean like a cattle prod?”

“Exactly.”

“Hold on a second.” Bradley looked down at his inventory padd, trying to figure out which pile had the Andorian cheerleading batons. He’d gotten twenty of the damn things in stock and never managed to sell one. “Here we go.”

Bradley hopped around the piles until he got to the batons. Just as he was about to hand one to the women, Lieutenant Russell entered with Krilik, the owner of the station’s Klingon formal wear shop. Krilik was sporting a stylish black eye and several cuts and bruises.

“That is them,” Krilik said, pointing at the women.

“Ladies, I’m afraid I’m going to have to place you under arrest,” Russell said, stepping forward. The women crouched down into martial arts stances.

“I don’t think so, sonny boy.”

“Russell to security. Emergency at Dillon’s.”

The two women leapt forward just as Russell went for his sidearm.



Bradley sat silently in the Andorian restaurant’s module staring at the bowl of ghas’thlat gumbo in front of him wondering if Ih’mad’s idea of combining Andorian food with the cuisine of other cultures was so great after all. The two months they’d spent cooped up in these damn cargo modules was starting to drive everyone a little crazy. Why else would two perfectly nice old women feel compelled to trash his store while pummeling Russell and his security guards. On the upside, he finally managed to find a use for the cheerleading batons. Honestly, he didn’t know senior citizens could jump that high.

“Bradley Dillon?” a woman’s voice said, pulling him out of his thoughts. Bradley looked up at the newcomer. She was human and dressed in a business suit and carrying a briefcase. She looked a bit too proper to be another outraged customer, but also way too formal to be the type of person normally looking for him. Actually, she just emanated “lawyer.” This could be bad.

“That depends on who you are,” Bradley replied.

“Suzanne Cavez. I’m with the firm of Tillis, Franklin, and Cavez.” Lawyer. Bingo.

“Have a seat,” Bradley said, gesturing to the chair opposite him. “Do you handle damage suits?”

“Excuse me?”

“Sorry. My store just got wrecked. I’m feeling a little bitter.” He took a couple of bites of gumbo. Actually, it wasn’t too bad.

“Are you familiar with Lucas Mauser?”

“If he owes your client money, you need to go find Lucas,” Bradley said quickly. “I just gave him a ship and some start-up money for that mining idea he had. We’re old high school friends, so I felt obligated. I am not responsible for his debts.”

“I assure you that is not why I am here, Mr. Dillon,” Cavez said. “As the key investor in Mr. Mauser’s business, he named you half-owner of the corporation.”

“I know. I told him just to invest whatever my share was for me. But this was all eight years ago. Surely he’s out of business by now.”

“Mr. Mauser just sold the business to the Jupiter Mining Corporation.”

“Wow. He managed to stay afloat that long.”

“Yes. And I have been sent to give you your share of the purchase price as well as your investment portfolio that Mr. Mauser has been managing for you.”

“You’re here to give me money?”

“Yes, sir.” Hey now. This day was looking up. A couple of thousand credits would make the damage to his store a little more palatable.

“Would you like the breakdown of your earnings?” Cavez continued, pulling a padd out of her briefcase.

“Sure. Why the hell not?” Bradley said taking another bite.

“Let’s see. Your share of the purchase price comes to 120 billion credits…”

Bradley spat gumbo on a passing patron.

“BILLION!!!”

“Yes, Mr. Dillon. Should I continue?”

“Please.”

“Your executive bonus is another 2 billion plus an additional 240 million in various residuals and benefits. Now that comes to you directly. In addition, your investment portfolio is worth approximately 12 billion credits. Mr. Mauser was very diligent about investing your dividends.”

“Pardon me, ma’am.”

“What for?”

“HOLY F***!!!”

“I imagine that this is a lot to take in all at once,” Cavez said.

“No kidding. I’m rich.”

“Yes, you are. Very very rich. As is Mr. Mauser.”

“I had no idea he was doing so well. He never told me.”

“He wanted it to be a surprise.”

“It worked.”

“I just need your thumbprint and a retinal scan, and we’ll transfer the funds to your bank. It is the Third Cosmos Bank of Alpha Centauri, correct?”

“Yeah,” Bradley said. Shock was setting in. He was rich. Not just rich, incredibly rich. Phenomenally wealthy.

Bradley pressed his finger on the padd and looked into the portable retinal scanner Cavez placed in front of him.

“Everything is in order, Mr. Dillon. Have a pleasant day, and enjoy your meal,” Cavez said, standing up to leave.

“Thanks. I will,” Bradley said in a trance. Cavez left the restaurant.

“Can I get you anything else, sir?” Baughb, the waiter, said as he refilled Bradley’s glass of tea.

“I’m fine. I’m rich.”

“Very good, sir.”

“I’m rich. I’m rich. I’m rich!” Bradley leapt up out of his seat.

“I’M RICH!!!!”



Bradley tossed and turned in bed that night, unable to concentrate on anything other than his new found fortune. He’d contacted his bank six separate times just to make sure the money was really in his account. It was, and he was suddenly their most valued customer.

The next question was what was he going to do with his fortune? He could live anywhere. Do anything. He could retire to Raisa to live out his days in absolute pleasure. He could go back to Alpha Centauri and get his spaceship business back. Hell, he could buy Alpha Centauri. The more he thought about it, though, the more he realized that his heart was in business. Besides, Dillon’s Supply Depot was providing a valuable service. Of course, now he wouldn’t have to be the one manning the counter. A chain! Yes! There would be a Dillon’s on every planet in the Federation, maybe even a few outside if he could get the clearances. And Waystation, where it all started, would be his headquarters. With the expansion, they’d actually have room for what he had in mind.



“Would you please be careful?” Commander Lisa Beck demanded as a piece of metal scrap from the upper level of the mall almost landed on top of her.

“Sorry, lady,” one of the workmen replied. He closed his face-shield and went back to his cutting. The construction foreman had made her wear a hard hat when coming onto the station, but Beck didn’t think it was going to be enough protection, though.

“Commander!”

Beck turned to locate the source of the voice. Bradley Dillon, dressed in an incredibly expensive looking suit, was running up to her while adjusting his hard hat.

“You shouldn’t be on the station right now, Mr. Dillon. This place is dangerous.” To accent her point, another piece of debris plummeted to the deck.

“I need to speak to you about the renovations.”

“Now?”

“It is very important.”

“Alright. I think they’re almost done with the new security office. We’ll try in there.”



Bradley set a couple of padds down on the security desk while Commander Beck tried to figure out just what the hell he was up to.

“I’ve been going over the schematics of the renovated station,” Bradley said as he began pacing the office. “And I’ve noticed that several sections of various decks are being lent out to organizations both public and private. Starfleet is putting a couple of academy annex classrooms in. The Vulcan Science Academy has reserved most of deck 37. And the Tellarites are opening a massage parlor.”

“If you’re worried that there won’t be enough room for your shop, don’t. The new Waystation will have close to 100 decks. There’ll be plenty of room,” Beck said.

“That’s not what I wanted.”

“Well? Then what?”

“I would like to lease three decks. 24 through 26 if they’re available.”

“Three decks? Do you know how much that is? You don’t have enough income or merchandise to support a store that size.”

“No no. The store will still be in Starfleet Square Mall. I need the room for a couple of other things.”

“Such as?”

“The corporate offices of Dillon Enterprises,” Bradley said proudly.

“You have got to be kidding.”

“I assure you, Commander, my bank account and I are not kidding,” Bradley said handing her the padd detailing his current financial status. Beck just about choked.

“134 billion credits!!!” Beck shouted.

“And some change,” Bradley said smiling.

“I guess you can have the decks,” Beck said trying to regain her composure. “I’ll put the request in with Starfleet.”

“Excellent. I’ve called a private contractor to begin construction on my offices and the Starfleet Suites Hotel, that is assuming I get the licensing permission for the name from Starfleet.”

“You’re putting in a hotel?”

“Yes, and one of the finest restaurants in the quadrant.”

“Sounds very…enterprising,” Beck said finally.

“Thank you.”



“Station log. Stardate 51664.2. Construction is commencing at a steady if not rapid pace. Much more activity is evident on decks 24-26 where Bradley Dillon’s contractors are busy creating office space for his new corporation, Dillon Enterprises. Bradley’s sudden change in fortunes has left the rest of us feeling…left out.”



“I can’t believe they just gave him those decks,” Lieutenant Craig Porter said from his position at the makeshift science console set up in the cargo module being used as operations.

“He still has to pay rent,” Beck replied.

“With the amount of money Bradley has, rent might as well be free,” Lieutenant Russell said.

“I wake up everyday firmly believing that this is some bizarre dream,” Porter continued. “One day, I’ll wake up, and he’ll no longer be disgustingly loaded.”

“Did he ever do anything to you guys?’ Beck asked.

“No,” Russell said.

“But I don’t see him sharing the wealth either,” Porter said. “Come on, Commander, you must be a little jealous.”

“Try insanely,” Beck said.

“Commander, a ship just entered sensor range. It’s Ferengi,” Russell reported.

“Hail them.”

“Aye.”

A toothy-grinned Ferengi appeared on the screen. For some reason Beck couldn’t pinpoint, he was looking extraordinarily smug.

“This is Commander Lisa Beck of the Federation Outpost Waystation. What can we do for you?”

“Daimon Gribnob. I have been sent by the Grand Nagus to see Bradley Dillon.”

“I’ll let him know that you’re here. Until then, please find a parking space. I’d invite you in, but conditions are a bit cramped.”

“I understand. Gribnob out.”

“What do you suppose that’s about?” Porter asked.

“I’m guessing they’ve heard about Bradley’s good fortune and want to find a way into his wallet,” Beck said.

“If I don’t get a cut, they don’t get a cut,” Porter said.

“That’s between Bradley and the Ferengi.”



Bradley’s new office on Waystation was bigger, in his estimation, than the cargo module his store was now in. Money not only bought power, but space as well. Aside from hiring a personal assistant, getting his office built was the first task Bradley had on his mind once he got approval from Starfleet to go ahead with the Dillon Enterprises project.

Now, sitting in his huge replicated-leather chair in his real wood-paneled office, Bradley felt like the richest man in the universe. Unfortunately, he’d quickly discovered that being rich brought money grubbers out of the woodwork.

“Mr. Dillon?” his assistant’s voice said over the comm system.

“Yes, Gisele.”

“The chair of Amnesty Galactica would like to speak to you about the atrocities being committed against the people of Yulias Six.”

“And how much money does he want?”

“Several million, I believe.”

“Send him a Dillon Enterprises coffee mug when they come in.”

“Yes, sir.”

One part of Bradley reveled in all of the attention, but having to listen to constant begging was really starting to get to him. Perhaps a nice dinner out would be in order. With his new found fortune, the Andorians were sure to treat Bradley like a king.

“Mr. Dillon?”

“Yes, Gisele.”

“Commander Beck says there’s a Ferengi ship parked outside that would like to speak to you.”

Ferengi? Now this could be bad. The tiny scavengers like Amnesty Galactica might as well step aside. The big vulture had arrived. The question wasn’t what they wanted, but how they were going to try to get it.

“Patch them in here,” Bradley said, standing up and straightening his suit. A massive viewscreen rose up from the floor, covering the bookcases behind Bradley’s desk. A moment later, the Ferengi Daimon’s image appeared.

“Mr. Dillon, I presume?”

“Yes. Who am I addressing?” Bradley said, attempting to sound formal and rushed at the same time.

“I am Daimon Gribnob. I have been sent by the Grand Nagus and the Ferengi Commerce Authority to discuss the trade rights in this sector with you.” Trade rights. So that was the game. He could almost see their game plan. If anything, Bradley felt that his new wealth had made him much more shrewd and calculating than ever. And that being the case, this little maneuver the Ferengi were attempting would not work.

“Daimon, I am a very busy man, and I don’t have the time to talk about this now. May I suggest a meeting in two hours?”

“I am also a busy man, Mr. Dillon. Let’s settle this promptly…like now. The simple fact is that your businesses in this sector are a direct infringement on territory claimed by the Ferengi. We demand a forfeiture of 35% of your assets as compensation for your flagrant disregard for our trade sphere.”

“I have received no record of the Nagus’ claim, so I don’t feel the need to abide by it. Good day.” Bradley quickly ended the communication knowing full well that this was not the end of it. Once the Ferengi got it into their heads that they had rights over something, little short of a photon torpedo would dislodge them. Lacking the torpedo, Bradley would be forced to resort to alternate tactics.

“Gisele, get my bank on subspace.”

“Yes, sir.”



Gribnob’s first officer, Lox, walked over to his Daimon once Bradley Dillon had closed the comm channel.

“What will you do now?” Lox asked.

“Whatever I have to. Do you have any idea how much latinum is involved in this?”

“A lot.”

“Of course, it’s a lot, you moron. Alert the transporter room that I’m going over there.”

“Yes, Daimon.”

“But sir?”

“What is it?”

“Do we have the rights to this sector?”

“Technically, yes. The Nagus claimed this region years ago, but never did anything with it. He considers it a worthless void. That’s why I’m willing to sell it for him. Once I get a few billion bars of latinum out of Bradley Dillon, the Nagus will see the cunning in my lobes.”

“Gotcha.”



Gribnob materialized in the middle of a firestorm. Sparks flew everywhere as men clad in protective gear sliced up the metal walls of the corridor. Falling back on his Ferengi upbringing, Gribnob did the first thing that came to mind.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!”

“What the hell do you want, ugly?” one of the workers demanded, lifting up his welding visor.

“Not to die. Oh, and Bradley Dillon.”

“Down the hall. Third door on the left.”

“Thanks.”

Gribnob entered the door the worker indicated and found himself in a half-completed waiting area. A receptionist sat behind a desk. Above her, mounted on the wall, was a large sign reading “FUTURE HOME OF THE DILLON ENTERPRISES LOGO.”

“May I help you sir?” the receptionist asked.

“Where is Bradley Dillon?”

“He is on a subspace call right now. If you’ll take a seat, I’ll inform him that you are here Mr…?”

“Gribnob. Daimon Gribnob.”

“Of course. Please have a seat.” She gestured at a couple of upside-down building supply buckets lined against the side wall of the office. “Can I get you some coffee?”

“Do you have any beetle juice?”

“I’m afraid not. The replicators haven’t been installed yet.”

“I’ll just wait, then.”



“I don’t care about the ethics, Billy, can you get it done?”

“Well, yes, sir, Mr. Dillon, but why?”

“I can’t go into that right now.”

“Mr. Dillon?” Gisele’s voice said, breaking into the conversation.

“Yes, Gisele.”

“There’s a Daimon Gribnob here to see you.”

“Thank you. I’ve got to go, Billy. Tell me you’ll take care of it.”

“I’ll take care of it,” the confused bank officer said from the viewscreen.”

“Great. I’ll be in touch.”

Bradley closed the comm signal and settled into his desk chair.

“Gisele. Send in the Daimon, please.”

“Right away, sir.”

Gribnob cautiously entered the office a few moments later, stopping to gawk at the paneling, paintings and furniture. This was obviously a man more used to the bridge of a starship that to the world of real business. This was a pirate, a marauder.

“Have a seat,” Bradley said, extending his hand to Gribnob. The Ferengi shook it limply (again, he obviously wasn’t comfortable with this business custom) and sat down across from Bradley.

“Let’s get down to business,” Bradley said. “What are you offering me?”

“Offering you?” the Ferengi said, taken aback. “You are the one in debt to us.”

“I don’t think so. I’ve checked every record I can get my hands on, and the Grand Nagus hasn’t ever conducted business in this sector.”

“But he has the claim and is angered by your presence here.”

“Again, I don’t think so. Here’s what I see. You’re a Daimon looking for a bit of prestige and pull with the Nagus, so you figure that if you can get some latinum out of me, the Nagus will be impressed. Am I right?”

Gribnob sat back stunned. Somehow this hu-man had ascertained his entire plan. If he didn’t know any better, he’d swear Bradley Dillon was a Ferengi. Of course, Gribnob could not let any of that show.

“I am here merely as a representative of our Nagus. And your disrespect to him has raised our demands to 40% of your assets.”

“You won’t see a strip of latinum out of me as long as I’m alive.”

“That is an excellent point, Mr. Dillon. You are out here all alone on a defenseless station. And the phaser arrays mounted on that parking lot of cargo modules out there have very little chance of damaging our ship from this distance.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“I am merely pointing out the strengths in our argument. You will transfer 54 billion credits to this account immediately or face the consequences.” Gribnob pulled a small register padd out of his pocket and tossed it to Bradley.

“Trash,” Bradley said simply. A hole in the floor opened beside his desk, which he lobbed the padd into.

“The answer is no.”

Gribnob leapt across the desk, grabbing Bradley by the collar.

“You will pay for that.”

“Go home, Gribnob. The game’s over.”

“Only for you.” He pulled a disrupter out of his pocket. “Now, if you’ll be so kind as to accompany me back to my ship, we’ll discuss this further.”

“Oh god am I glad I’m paranoid,” Bradley said, leaning forward in his chair.

“What are you babbling about, hu-man?”

“Not a thing,” Bradley said. He shot his hand under the desk and pushed a button. Instantly, he vanished in a flurry of molecules.

“Damn you, Dillon!!!” Gribnob pulled out his communicator and contacted his ship. “Bradley Dillon is gone!”

“We detected the transport, Daimon,” Lox replied. “We’re trying to trace it now.”

“Get me out of here.”

“Energizing.”



Bradley materialized in the middle of a pile of MicroMeal containers in his shop’s module thanking himself for the foresight to be paranoid. The site-to-site transporter in his office worked perfectly…well, except for the landing. Two feet to the left, and he would have been in an eminently preferable pile of pillows. On the bright side, he’d escaped Gribnob. Now, he just had to keep it that way.

“Computer, engage scrambling field.”



“Daimon, we’ve lost sensor contact with Bradley Dillon’s module.”

“What?” Gribnob demanded.

“Some sort of energy field just sprung up.”

“He’s there. I know he’s there. Beam him here.”

“I can’t get a solid lock on anything.”

“Set the beam on wide dispersal and energize. We’ll grab everything in that room!”



Bradley pulled himself out of the MicroMeals and headed toward the door. He had to warn Beck.

“Bradley Dillon to…”

He, and almost everything else in the room, dematerialized before he could finish the sentence.



“I’m detecting a massive transport from Bradley’s module,” Porter reported. “It’s coming from the Ferengi.”

“Hail that ship!” Beck ordered.

“They aren’t responding,” Russell replied. “They’re on the move. One quarter impulse…one half…full…they’ve jumped into warp.”

“Damn! Russell, find Commander Morales and go after them.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Russell said as he raced out of ops.

“Commander, we’re receiving a message from the Third Cosmos Bank of Alpha Centauri. They need to speak with Bradley,” Porter said.

“Tell them he’s unable to be reached at the moment.”



Looking around at his new surroundings, Bradley had the distinct feeling that he was in big trouble. He was in the cargo hold of a Ferengi ship, and he was pretty sure that he wasn’t going to have a lot of time before the ship’s owners came looking for him.

This wasn’t his sort of deal. Starfleet officers were much better equipped to handle this trapped on a hostile vessel crap. Seeing as how there weren’t any Starfleet officers around to help him, though, Bradley was just going to have to make do on his own. First order of business, get prepared to kick some Ferengi ass. He didn’t have any phasers handy, but he had a few items in stock that could have potential.

Bradley rushed over to his counter, which had been beamed up as well, and grabbed his inventory padd. Somehow, he had to find a way to disable the ship’s engines and send a message to Waystation to come rescue him. Of course, that meant he’d also have to face a few Ferengi.

A short search revealed the first items he needed: a few Sense-O-Matics. Their manufacturer was trying to bust in on the tricorder market, but Bradley didn’t think they’d ever catch on. Besides the stupid name, their garish colors and awkward construction just couldn’t compete with the sleek tricorder. They did, however, have the advantage of being much more affordable for the average colonist. Bradley stocked them for that reason and now was grateful that he did.

He programmed the first Sense-O-Matic to emit human life-signs, then buried the device under a pile of tents. The other two he kept for later use. With any luck, the Ferengi would believe Bradley was still in the cargo hold. Positive that the Ferengi would be on him any second, Bradley opened up his safe and pulled out his pride and joy: a subspace pocket generator. Technically, this thing was incredibly illegal, but it was also very handy. Once he opened that pocket, he could store as much stuff in there as he wanted. It was like carrying a huge storage crate with you that fit in a device the size of your fist.

Bradley opened up the pocket and threw in a few TerryFormer Jrs., a couple of the cheerleading batons, a Sense-O-Matic, and the Grady Guide to Galactic Cultures. Finally, he programmed the last Sense-O-Matic to emit Ferengi life-signs, which would hopefully mask his own. Then, he crept out of the storage bay. He rounded a corner just as a team of five armed Ferengi arrived at the cargo bay door.

Ducking into the first room he came to, Bradley checked the Grady Guide to see what he was up against. Aside from the technical specs, the Guide gave him the disconcerting fact that a ship this size had a normal crew of about forty Ferengi. This was most likely going to be a very bad day.

The Guide was also, unfortunately, very lacking on the specifics of the layout of the ship. He needed a map or a transporter.



“Well?” Gribnob said expectantly.

“They have not found him,” Lox reported. “The scrambling field is making the search difficult.”

“Shut it off!”

“They can’t find it either. There’s a whole ton of stuff down there.”

“Then, go help them!”

“Yes, Daimon.”



Bradley found a computer terminal in bedroom the next cabin he entered. Hoping that accessing the general ship’s layout would not trigger any alarms, Bradley activated the system and downloaded the information into his Sense-O-Matic. He was so intent on his work that he almost didn’t hear the cabin doors open and close out in the living area. Bradley shut off the terminal and dove under the desk, digging in his subspace pocket for one of the cheerleading batons.

A moment later, a Ferengi entered the room humming while he stripped his clothes off for a shower. Bradley peeked over the desk quietly as he turned on the power cell of the baton. He decided that naked Ferengi now ranked just under that gutted fish he saw as a kid on the list of the most disgusting thing he’d ever seen in his life.

The Ferengi entered the bathroom and activated the sonic shower, giving Bradley his opportunity to escape. He made a break for the door.

“Hey!” the Ferengi shouted from behind him. Evidently, he hadn’t gotten into the shower just yet. “Filk to…”

Bradley whirled around and tossed the baton. With pinpoint accuracy, it slammed into the Ferengi, sending jolts of powerful energy through his quivering body. Bradley placed nude, electrocuting Ferengi just above nude Ferengi on the list.

The Ferengi collapsed to the deck unconscious as Bradley retrieved his baton. It wasn’t a phaser, but it would just have to be enough for right now.

Bradley headed out into the corridor cautiously and raced to the nearest turbolift. His newly-stolen information gave him everything he needed to know about the ship. After ordering the lift to head to engineering, Bradley pulled a TerryFormer Jr. out of the pocket and started programming it. Once the doors opened in engineering, Bradley activated the device and pushed it out of the lift. As the lift doors closed, he could hear the machine starting to work.



Lights flickered on and off all over the bridge as the ship slowed to a halt.

“What the hell is going on?” Gribnob demanded.

“We’ve lost all power!” the helm officer said.

“Engineering, status!”

“Uh…well, it’s snowing, sir,” the chief engineer’s voice said hesitantly.

“What?”

“We’ve got three feet already. It’s piling up too fast. Water and ice have gotten into everything. There’s nothing we can do.”

“Auxiliary control to bridge,” another voice broke in.

“What is it?” Gribnob said.

“It’s raining down here.”

“Rain.”

“Yes, sir. It’s beautiful. Just like home on Ferenginar. I’m a bit worried about water getting into the…”

BOOM!

“AUUUGH!”

The ship rocked from the force of the explosion as auxiliary control went up in flash of fire.

“Gribnob to all personnel. There is an insane hu-man on board this ship. Find him!!!”



If Bradley had ever seen Die Hard, he probably would have been feeling a bit like Bruce Willis at this moment. In short order, he’d disabled engineering and auxiliary control and made the weapons locker so hot that the Ferengi’s disrupters were actually melting. Along the way, he’d also given five or six surprised Ferengi the shock of their lives with his cheerleading batons. He made a mental note to thank Ih’mad and Baughb for their insane culture when he got back to Waystation. This guerilla warfare stuff wasn’t so bad after all. Who needed Starfleet? Bradley was causing more chaos alone than Russell and all of his security combined could. Bradley Dillon: Mercenary for Hire. No. He preferred, Bradley Dillon: Superwealthy Businessman. This mercenary stuff was a one time deal.

Right now, though, he needed to get to the bridge. He hoped that enough of the crew was now out searching for him that the bridge would fairly deserted. Bradley went to the nearest turbolift and waited for it to arrive. The doors finally opened revealing two Ferengi.

“Charge!” Bradley cried, leaping into the lift and swinging the baton around like some demented martial arts master. The Ferengi had enough time to scream before Bradley zapped and pummeled them into unconsciousness. After sending the lift to the bridge, Bradley pulled a couple of more batons out of the subspace pocket.

The bridge doors opened revealing a scene even better than Bradley could have hoped. The place was deserted except for Gribnob and two other officers. Bradley threw batons at the two officers before they even had a chance to turn around and see who’d entered the bridge. Gribnob rose to face Bradley as his officers gyrated on the ground in the grip of energy from the Andorian child’s toy.

“Dillon!” Gribnob shouted.

“Turn this ship around and contact Waystation,” Bradley ordered, holding a baton threateningly.

“We can’t turn around, you moron. You’ve destroyed half the ship.”

“Oh…sorry about that. Well, just call Waystation.”

“No, you’re going to surrender and sign over those damn assets! All of them!!!

“Right,” Bradley said. “You don’t have the power to make me.”

“He does,” Gribnob said, pointing at a door on the other side of the bridge. From behind the door came a whooshing sound, remarkably like a toilet. Seconds later, the door opened revealing a Ferengi, an eight-foot-tall, incredibly muscular Ferengi.

“Bulk, get him,” Gribnob ordered. Bulk lumbered toward Bradley who quickly threw the baton at the giant. Bulk froze for a second, but didn’t fall down. He just shook off the effects of the energy and kept on coming. Bradley fumbled for his subspace pocket as he ran to the other side of the bridge.

“Scared now, Mr. Dillon,” Gribnob said smugly.

“You stay out of this!”

In a surprisingly swift move, Bulk dove across the bridge, crushing the console Bradley was standing next to. Bradley moved to escape, but Bulk had a grip on his leg. Bradley finally got his hands on another baton and slammed the end of it into Bulk’s hand. The Ferengi grunted painfully but did not let go. Instead, he pulled himself up and wrapped his immense form around Bradley’s body, slowly starting to squeeze the life out of him.

Gribnob retrieved a padd from his command chair and leisurely strolled over to Bradley.

“How about those assets?” Gribnob said. The comm system started beeping.

“You’re being hailed,” Bradley said.

“I’ll get it later. Sign.”

One of the stunned officers slowly regained consciousness and crawled over to the comm station to answer the hail.

“It’s a Federation runabout, sir,” the officer reported. “They have a message for Bradley Dillon.”

“If I sign this, I get all trade rights in the sector, correct?” Bradley asked.

“Of course,” Gribnob said. “The Nagus is a fair man. He just demands a small offering to show your respect. Your assets will handle that nicely.”

“Then fine,” Bradley said, slamming his thumb down on the padd scanner. “You’ve got my entire account. Can I hear my message now?”

“Release him, Bulk. Have the runabout send over Bradley’s message.”

The face of Billy from the Third Cosmos Bank of Alpha Centauri appeared on the screen.

“Mr. Dillon, I regret to inform you that due to an accounting error in our office, a mistake was made concerning your recent dividends from the Mauser Mining Consortium. This may come as a bit of a shock to you, but these errors do happen. In any case, instead of 134 billion credits, the amount you earned is 134 credits. Diros in accounting made a small decimal point mistake. We apologize for the inconvenience. Cosmos Bank out.”

“Oh my god,” Bradley said, sinking to the deck.

“Great Nagus!” Gribnob exclaimed, sinking down next to Bradley.

“I’m ruined,” they both said in unison.

Gribnob turned on Bradley.

“You can rebuild,” the Ferengi shouted. “I’m the one who just sold you trade rights for an entire sector for 134 credits. The Nagus is going to kill me!”

“Hey, it’s more than he was getting out of this sector currently,” Bradley said.

“Get out of here! Just go! Leave this ship!”

“All right. I’m going,” Bradley said.

“Beam him to the Federation ship,” Gribnob ordered.

“Pleasure doing business with you,” Bradley said just as the transporter beam grabbed him.



“Station Log. Supplemental. After whatever Bradley did to their ship, the Ferengi were very cooperative with our requests to return him and his inventory to Dillon’s Supply Depot. We’ve towed the cripple Ferengi vessel back to Waystation where they are making repairs.

The news of Bradley’s misfortune has been kept secret. Only the command crew knows about that message from his bank, and I can’t say that we’re real disappointed. We don’t mind it when people have some good luck, but Bradley’s situation was just annoying. No one needs that kind of money, especially when they don’t share it with us. So we know Bradley’s broke, but we’re just enjoying it quietly. We figure that Bradley will tell everyone else when he’s good and ready. In the meantime, I’ve decided to lend him a bit of moral support…and rub it in a little without looking like I’m rubbing it in.”



“I think you spend almost as much time in here as I do,” Commander Beck said as she approached Bradley’s table in the Andorian restaurant module.

“Best food on the station,” Bradley said as he stared down at the Yaxix fettucini Alfredo Baughb had just placed down in front of him. “Usually.”

“Ih’mad is starting to go a bit overboard,” Beck said, taking a seat across from Bradley. “The cramped conditions are getting to everybody.”

“Tell me about it. I’m glad I’ve had my offices on the station to retreat to.”

“About that,” Beck said, figuring now was as good of a time as any to broach the subject. “I can talk to Starfleet about getting you out of your lease.”

“Why would I want to do that?” Bradley asked.

“We saw the message from the bank. I know you’re broke.”

“Broke!” Bradley started laughing. “Nothing could be further from the truth. I figured the Ferengi situation could get a bit ugly, so I had the bank set up a new account for me and send the fake message about my old one.”

“You still have money?”

“More than the Great Bird! Don’t you worry about me, Commander.”

“Glad to hear it,” Beck replied, trying to sound sincere. “Well, I should get back to ops.”

“Thanks for dropping by,” Bradley said warmly. “Come see my office some time.”

“I will,” Beck said, then made a hasty retreat out into the connecting tunnel to the next module.

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

The door to the next module opened and Lieutenant Porter raced in.

“Commander, are you all right?”

“Bradley’s still rich,” Beck said.

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!”





You May Meet A Stranger



By Alan Decker



“Renovations” concept by Alan Decker and Anthony Butler



Commander Lisa Beck opened the hatch leading from the connecting tube to the cargo module containing the make-shift operations center for Waystation Village and walked inside, bonking her head against the hatch frame for the 78th day in a row.

“God damn it!”

“You’re just too tall for this place,” Lieutenant Craig Porter remarked from the science/operations/environmental systems/food service/holovision reception control board. While Waystation was under construction, everyone was being forced to take on a few extra duties.

“I could see about having the hatch enlarged,” Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales, Waystation’s First Officer offered.

“That’s okay,” Beck said. “I need to learn to duck. Anything going on?”

“Not so much as a rogue comet,” Morales said. “Construction will resume at ten hundred hours when the work crews finish their contractually-mandated five course buffet breakfast. The early shift completed no work, since we were out of fresh scones, which their contract specifically states shall be provided for all shifts starting before nine hundred hours.” Morales’s voice was almost starting to quiver with irritation. “Furthermore, the night shift left two hours ahead of schedule due to their sudden decision to observe the traditional Feast of the Five-Testicled Bull being held today on Kufmub Prime! A planet, I’d wager, not one of those over-grown pack mules has ever even been to, much less followed the religious teachings of!”

“Sounds like they’re getting to you, Walter,” Beck said with a laugh.

“Just a bit.”

“Stay on them. They work for us, remember. Meanwhile, anything actually Starfleetish for me to handle.”

“Sorry, Commander. We’re fresh out of galactic crises today,” Porter said. “I put Colonel Lazlo’s daily complaint list in your waste reclamator as usual.”

“Thanks. Well, sounds like you boys have things well in hand. I’m going to go bash my head against a few more airlocks.”

“Everyone else has been taking some leave, ma’am. You should get away for a while,” Morales said. “Surely, you’ve got some time saved up.”

“Plenty,” Beck said. “I just don’t like taking vacations alone.”

“Then take someone,” Morales said.

“I’ll come,” Porter offered quickly. “Just lend me some of that leave.”

“That what you get for going to that Parisis Squares tournament last month,” Beck said as she headed toward the hatch again. “I’ve got an idea, though.”

“You and Lazlo finally going to take that romantic getaway,” Porter said.

“Not funny, Craig.”

CONK!

“GOD DAMN IT!!!”



“I love it!” Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges, Beck’s close friend and a member of the Federation Marine Corps battalion posted to Waystation, exclaimed. “Anything to get away from the colonel for a week. Where are we going?”

“I’m not sure yet,” Beck said, raising her mug of coffee to her lips as she and Hodges sat at a table in what was now passing for the Starfleet Square Mall food court. Of course, each store now had it’s own module, so window shopping had become much more of a hassle. “Raisa seems so overdone.”

“But never boring,” Hodges said.

“It’s hard for me to unwind there. Too many other Starfleet people milling about.”

“Keeps you stuck in officer mode, huh?”

“Pretty much.”

“Okay then. No Raisa. How about Sargonis?” Hodges asked.

“Never been there.”

“It’s quaint. Fairly scenic. Good skiing.”

“Ice planet?” Beck asked warily.

“Sort of. It’s more just cold. But think of it like Switzerland or something. Quaint folks. Hot chocolate.”

“I’ve never been skiing…”

“So this is your chance! Besides, you’ll look good in ski bunny gear.”

“Ski bunny?” This did not sound good.

“Never mind. I’ll go book us a place to stay. You handle transportation.” Hodges practically leapt out of her chair to get back to her quarters and start planning.

“I figured we’d just take a runabout,” Beck said.

“Riding in style…and on Starfleet’s credits. Perfect. Lisa, this is going to be the best vacation of your life. I personally guarantee it!” Hodges raced out of the food court leaving Beck to contemplate her coffee.

“Commander…” Bradley Dillon’s voice said from behind her.

“May I help you, Mr. Dillon?” Beck said flatly, turning to Bradley. She still was experiencing a bit of resentment at Bradley’s sudden riches.

“I just wanted to offer my services to help you get outfitted for your trip. Consider it a small gesture to thank you for everything you’ve done for me over the years.”

Beck shook her head and turned back to her coffee. “Thank you, but I don’t need…”

“Ski equipment and clothing will cost you several hundred credits otherwise.”

“A gift!” Beck said, perking up suddenly. “That’s very kind of you. When can we start?”

“Just follow me to my shop. I have some wonderful items in the J. Bond brand. Top of the line merchandise. And we’re now carrying some adorable Ski Bunny Express snow gear.”

“What is with this ski bunny crap?”

Bradley ignored her and tapped the communicator unobtrusively strapped to his wrist. “Giselle, have the Ski Bunny simulator running in my holosuite when I arrive. And get Bambi and Buffy operational to demonstrate the gear.” He turned to Beck. “Have you ever had lessons?”

Beck shook her head.

“And get Olaf and Sven online. The commander is going to require lessons and most likely a massage afterwards.” Bradley tapped the communicator again, closing the channel. “Don’t worry, Commander. You’ll be the star of the slopes when I’m done with you.”

“I’m more worried about ending up as a bloody splotch on the slopes.”

“Nonsense. Never happen.” He wrapped his arm around hers and walked towards the exit hatch. “If you’ll follow me…”

BAM!!!!

“SH**!”

“Watch your head there.”

“SHUT UP!”



“What about that one?” Hodges said, nodding her head towards the man sitting at the bar. She and Beck were sitting a table in the lounge of the ski lodge they were staying at after a day cruising down the slopes of Mount Wapok on Sargonis. Beck had to hand it to Bradley Dillon. The lessons did the trick…and Olaf’s massage afterwards was pretty helpful as well.

“He’s okay,” Beck said noncommittally.

“Come on, Lisa. I’m trying to have a little fun here.”

“Sorry, Steph. I just feel uncomfortable in this outfit,” Beck replied, shifting in her pink ski suit. “I know I’m covered, but I feel half-naked.”

“It looks fine.”

“It’s like it molded itself to my body.”

“That’s what it’s supposed to do,” Hodges said. “Guys love it.”

“No doubt. It ain’t hiding much.”

“That’s why you’ve been getting looks all evening. Half the men in this place are dying to come have a drink with us.”

“Sure. We’re having to keep them at bay with phasers.”

“Well, if you’d quit looking so damn stern and intimidating, they might come over here,” Hodges said.

“Officer mode again?”

“Big time. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were nervous. When was the last time you had a date?”

“Define date,” Beck said, dodging the question.

“Lisa!”

“A while. My first year on the Secondprize probably.”

“That’s almost five years!”

“I’ve been busy,” Beck said defensively.

“You’ve been hiding. What the hell’s happened to you? You are not the same Lisa Beck who disabled Ted Hanson’s hoverbike engine so he’d have to ask you for a ride home.”

“That was high school,” Beck said.

“So? The same rules apply…and we aren’t getting any younger. Hello!” Beck followed Hodges’ gaze to the door. Hodges eyes were locked on a man who had just entered the lodge. He was dressed all in black, with black slicked-back hair and dark eyes. His clothing obviously covered a powerful build. He looked around the room, searching for something, then, satisfied at either finding it or not finding it, sat down at the bar.

“Go talk to him,” Hodges said.

“Right. Sure.”

“Go on! What’s stopping you?”

“I have no idea who he is,” Beck protested.

“That’s the whole point.” A glint of evil flashed in Hodges’ eyes. “I dare you.”

“Don’t do this to me, Steph.”

“You know the rules. I dared you.”

“You can’t…”

“I did. Don’t make me push this to a double dare. I never had to double dare you about anything.”

Beck stared at Hodges, determination filling her face.

“You want to play this way? Fine. He’s all mine. Just watch.”

Beck tossed down the remainder of her margarita and sauntered over to the bar, swishing her hips as she walked. Between her outfit and the slight buzz she was feeling, seducing this guy should be a piece of cake.

“Hi,” Beck said breathily as she sat down on the stool next to him. The man turned toward her, obviously startled. He quickly looked her up and down, then nervously looked around the bar again.

“You have the wrong guy,” he said. His voice was deep and resonant, more so than Beck was expecting. It was…nice.

“You look right to me,” Beck said. “Lisa Beck.” She extended her hand to him. He tentatively took it, looking at her more closely. “I’m on vacation.”

“Me too,” the man said. “Banyon Kovacs.”

“Banyon. Now that’s a name. Very…manly.” Beck glanced over at Hodges who was smiling and giving her a thumbs up. Beck smiled back, then leaned in a little closer to Banyon. “I have a problem.”

“What’s that?”

“My margarita escaped. I need another.”

“Are you asking me to buy you a drink?”

“That’s one translation,” Beck replied smiling. Banyon signaled the bartender and ordered Beck another drink.

“What do you do?” Beck asked.

“Traveling salesman,” Banyon said quickly, once again glancing around the bar. He then checked the chronometer on the wall. “Look, I need to go. Nice talking to you. And tell your boss it’s not that easy.”

Banyon stood up and headed toward the door in one fluid motion, his movements mesmerizing Beck for a few seconds. Then, she realized what was happening. She turned to Hodges and shrugged.

“Go after him!” Hodges mouthed. Beck chugged the rest of her margarita and set off in pursuit.

Outside, Banyon was swiftly walking away from the lodge. Beck had to jog to catch up. The cold air and soft snowfall was quickly pushing through the effects of the synthehol.

“Hey! Wait up!” Beck shouted. Banyon stopped and turned around.

“I don’t want any,” Banyon said, heading toward the corner of a building and getting ready to turn down a side street. Beck caught up with him just as four men also dressed all in black came around the corner. Banyon stopped in his tracks and backed up into Beck.

“Somebody miss an appointment?” the lead man asked, his face spreading into a snide grin. He was obviously several years older than the three men accompanying him. “Could it be, Harco? Sorry, he’s feeling a bit dead right now. I hear it’s going around, though. Better watch yourself, Banyon.” The three other thugs chuckled ominously.

“Our business is finished, Reilly,” Banyon said.

“Not yet. Not by a long shot.” Reilly turned his gaze on Beck. “Well well well. Who’s the ski bunny?”

“Nice try. Her ploy was transparent…even for you guys.”

“Enough banter. Fellas, give Mr. Kovacs his payment for services rendered.” The three thugs walked past Reilly, advancing on Banyon. Banyon instinctively crouched in a defensive position. Beck, shaking off the rest of the synthehol, quickly sized up the opposition.

“Better run, sweety,” Reilly said. “This is about to get messy.”

“More than you think,” Beck replied, suddenly leaping at the lead attacker. She took him down with a quick flying kick to the chest, then jumped to her feet and slammed her boot down on the man’s face, knocking him out cold. Banyon and Reilly both watched in stunned astonishment as Beck quickly roundhouse kicked the second attacker, sending him flying against the side of a nearby building. The third attacker, realizing that Beck was more of a threat right now, ran at her. She deftly side-stepped his advance and slammed her fist down against the back of his head as he sped by. Within ten short seconds, all three men had been reduced to prone, moaning mounds of battered flesh. She turned on Reilly, eyes flashing angrily.

“Your turn, sweety,” she said, barely even breathing hard.

“Called for backup, eh Banyon?” Reilly said, backing away. “Come tomorrow, an entire army won’t be able to save you.” He ran off around the corner just as two of the Sargonis constabulary arrived.

“What’s all this then?” one of the police officers asked.

“These men accosted my wife and I as we left this fine establishment. I was forced to defend my good lady,” Banyon said before Beck could get a word in. For some reason, he’d suddenly started speaking in a British accent. “Are you all right, muffin?” he asked, turning to Beck, his face filled with concern.

“Peachy, sugar lump,” Beck replied, playing along.

“Such ruffians on Sargonis?” the officer said aghast. “Our deepest apologies. Please try to enjoy the rest of your stay, sir. Madam.” He bowed deeply, then cuffed the thugs as a police hovervan flew up. “You won’t have to worry about these hooligans ever again.” The police tossed the thugs into the van, had Banyon thumbprint a padd that had recorded his statement, then sped away.

“Very efficient planet,” Banyon said in his normal voice once the police had gone. “Generally,” he added a moment later.

“Who are you?” Beck asked.

“I should ask you the same question.”

“Commander Lisa Beck. Starfleet.”

“Banyon Kovacs.”

“You told me that already.”

“Starfleet Intelligence.”

“Oh boy. So those guys were…”

“Orion syndicate.”

“Oh hell.”



Stephanie Hodges heard the soft beeping of someone tapping the access code into her and Beck’s hotel room door and quickly put down the padd she was reading. A moment later, Beck burst into the room.

“How’d it go?” Hodges asked hopefully. Then, Banyon entered the room. “Do you two want me to leave?”

“Not at all,” Beck said. “We were hoping you could join us. It’ll be fun.”

“Lisa!”

“Is she safe?” Banyon asked.

“Banyon Kovacs. Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges, Federation Marines.”

“Is she safe?”

“Yes, she’s safe,” Beck snapped. “But are we safe?”

“For now. They don’t know who you are.”

“Who?” Hodges asked.

“What did they want?” Beck asked.

“Me. Somehow, my cover got blown. I was supposed to meet my contact in that bar. He was supposed to have transportation waiting for me.”

“What cover?” Hodges asked. “Contact?”

“That’s no problem,” Beck said, pulling back the room curtains just a little to peer outside. “We’ve got a runabout in orbit.”

“I can’t leave yet. I’m not finished,” Banyon said.

“With what?” Hodges asked, her irritation almost at the breaking point.

“You said you were meeting your transportation,” Beck said.

“Yeah,” Banyon replied. “But I was going to tell him I hadn’t obtained the item.”

“What item?” Hodges demanded.

“Where is it?” Beck asked.

“I…”

“THAT’S IT!!!!!” Hodges screamed. “Somebody tell me what the hell is going on!!”

“Not now, Steph. We’re in a crisis!” Beck shouted.

“You’re in a crisis; I’m nowhere. Now, fill me in before I kill you.”

“He’s Starfleet Intelligence.”

“Oh hell,” Hodges said softly.

“Yeah. Thanks for picking him out for me. Now the Orion Syndicate wants us dead.”

“Us?!? They never even met me!”

“You aren’t helping,” Beck said.

“Stephanie, I was sent here to infiltrate and gather information a Syndicate ring here on Sargonis. I was also sent to retrieve an item of great value to my superiors that the Syndicate had obtained.”

“But now they know who you are and want you dead,” Hodges said.

“Right.”

“And us along with you,” Hodges added.

“Well, just Commander Beck right now,” Banyon said.

“But I’m sure they’ll be after you too once you start helping us,” Beck said. She turned to Banyon. “And please call me Lisa.”

“All right,” Banyon replied smiling warmly. “Lisa.”

“Great. Now she’s suddenly a sex goddess,” Hodges said. “Can it until we’re off this iceberg, will you, Lisa?”

“Bitch.”

“Right back at you.”



“Okay,” Banyon said, as he, Beck, and Hodges hunched over a padd displaying a schematic of a small house. “This is Reilly’s place. The item should be in his bedroom on a dresser.”

“Is it something we can beam out?” Hodges asked.

“The house is shielded from transporters. This is going to have to be done in person. I just need you two standing by to pick me up when I get out of the place.”

“Do you ski?” Beck asked.

“What’s that got to do with anything?” Banyon said.

“Look at this place. It’s a ski cabin on the side of a mountain. You’re going to have to ski to get there. Walking’s going to make you look pretty suspicious, and a snowmobile will make way too much noise.”

“Damn that Reilly. He put his house on a mountain on purpose!”

“Uh…probably,” Beck said. “I’d better take care of this.”

“Lisa, they don’t know me,” Hodges interrupted. “I should go.”

“You’re the better pilot. Take Banyon and get the runabout out of the orbital docking facility. I’ll see to this ‘item.’ What am I looking for?”

“It’s about a foot tall. Four inches wide. And it has a bronze figure on top of a white marble base,” Banyon explained.

“And this thing is valuable why?” Hodges asked.

“I’m afraid that’s classified.”

“Naturally,” Beck said. “I’m going to go check the place out. I’ve got my commbadge in my pocket. I’ll wait until you have the runabout free and I hear from you to do anything.” Beck pulled down her J. Bond brand ski goggles, checked the fastenings on her J. Bond brand boots, and trudged out of the hotel room into the night.

“I like her,” Banyon said matter-of-factly once Beck had left.

“Naturally,” Hodges replied smiling.



Commander Beck peered through the darkness at Reilly’s cabin, trying to ascertain how many people were actually inside. This would have been a lot easier with a tricorder. She made a mental note to always keep one with her, especially on vacations.

Suddenly, the lights glowing through the cabin windows went out, and three men emerged. She could tell from the greying hair that one of them was Reilly. They climbed aboard a large snowmobile and drove off.

After watching them move away, Beck pulled the commbadge out of her pocket.

“Beck to Hodges.”

“Go ahead.”

“They just left. Where are you guys?”

“In customs. Banyon tried to leave with a couple of packs of Sargonis hot chocolate. Evidently, they’re real protective of that stuff.”

“How much longer?”

“No clue,” Hodges’ voice replied. “He’s refusing a strip search.”

“I can’t wait. This could be our only chance. I’m going in. Beck out.”

“Lisa, don’t…”

Beck closed the comm channel before Hodges could finish telling her what a crazy idea this was. She knew that already. No phaser, no tricorder, no backup. But dammit it was exciting. Hodges was right. Beck had let herself become so bogged down in Starfleet procedures that she’d stopped having fun. Maybe that was why she often felt listless and plain bored. She wasn’t letting herself enjoy her job or the opportunities it presented. Well, she was in the middle of one hell of an opportunity now. True, it was risky, but, as one wise Starfleet officer once said “Risk is our business.” And in this case, it could be pleasure as well. Beck hadn’t felt this energized in months.

She took a quick glance around the area to check for any unwanted guests, then headed over to the cabin. Not surprisingly, the door was locked, but the frame was just plain wood. She pulled one of the J. Bond brand extendo-poles out of her pack (the ones Bradley Dillon assured her were absolutely indestructible) and activated it. With the pole out at full-length, Beck jammed it in between the door and the door frame and tried to pry the door open. In a few short seconds, the wood gave way with a groan, then cracking of planks.

Satisfied with her handy-work, Beck cautiously entered the cabin, holding the pole up like a club in case anyone should still be there. Considering the cabin was supposed to be some Orion Syndicate stronghold, the place seemed awfully normal. A few logs still glowed softly in the fireplace, where a roaring blaze probably crackled a less than an hour ago. The rest of the decor was unextraordinary: a sofa, a few chairs, some skis leaning against a wall. The place was…quaint.

Beck moved back into the bedroom and scanned the dresser tops. She quickly found an item matching the description Banyon gave her and picked it up to examine it.

“This has got to be a mistake,” Beck muttered to herself. She pulled out the commbadge and activated it.

“Beck to Hodges.”

“Hello,” Hodges replied brightly. “We’re through customs. We should be at the ship in no time.”

“Get Banyon on the line.”

“Everything okay?”

“Just do it.”

“Banyon,” the Starfleet Intelligence officer said.

“What the hell is this?” Beck demanded.

“You found the item.”

“It’s an Astroleague Anti-grav Bowling trophy.”

“Excellent. Now get out of there.”

“A freakin’ bowling trophy?”

“They’re probably detecting this signal, you know?” Banyon said. “You’d better leave…NOW.”

“A bowling trophy!!!”

Suddenly, Beck heard the sound of an engine approaching. After stuffing the trophy in the small pack she had strapped to her sides, she rushed out into the living room and spotted a small red light flashing on a tiny console attached to the side of the fireplace. She hadn’t even noticed the console when she entered the place. Time to leave. Rapidly.

Beck ran outside just as Reilly’s snowmobile, along with two others, pulled up to the cabin.

“It’s the bunny!” Reilly shouted, spotting Beck. “Get her!”

“Activate skis,” Beck said, praying that Bradley’s fabulous merchandise would not choose now to go on the blink.

“Skis activated,” the J. Bond brand computer voice said softly from the speaker mounted in her ski goggles as the skis extended from her boots. Beck pulled out the two extendo-poles, activated them, and raced off down the mountain with the snowmobiles close behind.

“Beck to Hodges!” Beck shouted, fumbling with both ski poles in one hand while she held the commbadge with the other.

“Just a few more minutes. They’re inspecting the runabout,” Hodges replied.

A phaser blast ripped by Beck’s head, searing a pine branch off a tree in front of her.

“Are you in trouble?” Hodges asked.

“YES!!!”

Beck went around a curve and saw that the ski trail split in two. Both new trails had little signs with black diamonds on them posted at their starts. Expert slopes.

“Oh hell,” Beck said. She’d done fine so far on intermediate slopes, but she hadn’t even dared to go near an expert one. Who was the genius who decided to put a couple of expert slopes at the bottom of a nice intermediate? Stupid bastards!

Beck veered right and immediately found herself on a steep sheet of ice.

“STEPH!!!” Beck screamed, plummetting to the bottom. She smacked into snow at the bottom of the ice sheet, the force of which sent her commbadge flying out of her hands and against a rock. The small device shattered into glittering fragments.

“Perfect,” Beck mumbled. The headlights of the snowmobiles then flashed on her. Those psychopaths were going to drive down the ice sheet!

Beck scrambled to her feet, recovered her poles, and raced off down the slope as best she could, narrowly avoiding another barrage of phaser fire. Skiing a slope like this in daylight would have been bad enough, but at night it was almost impossible.

“Warning,” the computer said. “Computations indicate this slope is above your ability. Would you like to engage autoski?”

Autoski? What the hell was that? Who cared at this point?”

“Yes! Do it!” Beck suddenly lost control of her feet. The skis were moving by themselves.

“Warning. Visible distance at unacceptable levels. Engage night vision?”

“Hell yes!”

“Digital display?”

“Yes! Yes! Do it all!”

A dark shield appeared over her goggles, obscuring the world for a few very disquieting seconds, then the slope returned to view as bright as if it were daytime. A continual readout of distances, velocities and obstacles scrolled down the sides of the lenses.

“Remind me to kiss Bradley Dillon when I get back,” Beck said.

“Reminder logged.”

“I wasn’t serious.”

Two more phaser blasts seared by Beck’s head, then another melted a significant patch of snow in front of her. Her instincts made her want to swerve, but the skis wouldn’t let her. Just as she thought they were going to drop into the melted snow crater, the skis made her jump over the hole.

“Warning. Pursuers gaining. Please suggest course of action.”

“What do you mean?” Beck shouted. “I thought you had this under control.”

“These J. Bond skis are designed for recreational use only. Stunt-filled escapes from enemy agents should only be attempted by trained professionals.”

“We don’t seem to have any of those around right now,” Beck said. “Ski better!”

“Incredibly useful suggestion logged.”

“Remind me to kill Bradley Dillon when I get back.”

“Reminder logged.”



“Where the hell is she?” Banyon demanded as he stared at the runabout’s sensor display.

“No clue,” Hodges said. “I can’t find her comm signal.”

“Then they’ve killed her.”

Hodges turned on Banyon angrily. “Not a chance, pal. You don’t know Lisa Beck. She can handle this.”



“AUUUUUUUUUUGH!!!!”

The skis had just sent Beck flying into the air off of a particularly large mogul just before more phaser blasts obliterated it.

“Your ‘Ski better’ suggestion seems to be ineffective.”

“Who programmed you to be a smart ass?”

One of the snowmobiles pulled up on either side of Beck.

“Stop, or you’re dead,” the driver of one shouted.

“Give me manual control,” Beck said softly.

“That is unwise on this slope.”

“Just do it!”

“You have manual,” the computer replied. Beck suddenly felt her feet shifting wildly. The snowmobiles were right with her, but there was one move she bet they wouldn’t be counting on. Of course, the idea of making herself crash on purpose while moving this fast was less than appealing.

Beck suddenly sat down on the snow, bringing her to a violent stop. The two snowmobiles sped forward, their drivers looking back in astonishment. They should have been looking at the grove of trees ahead of them. Oh well. Two crashes and knocked-out drivers later, Beck was alone…for about five milliseconds. The third snowmobile, Reilly’s, raced over the hill behind Beck, bearing down on her. Beck leapt to her feet (as quickly as she could wearing skis) and veered off to the left, followed closely by Reilly.



“Wait. I’ve got her!” Hodges said. “A human on skis about half a kilometer from here.”

“Then beam her up.”

“She’s moving too fast. I can’t get a lock.”

“Lovely.”

“Hold on. I’ve got an idea.” Hodges sent the runabout into a nosedive towards the mountain range.



Beck spotted the cliff ahead of her just moments before computer warned her about it. A grim look of determination crossed her face.

“Nowhere to run, bunny!” Beck heard Reilly shout from behind her. “You’re mine!” As much as she wanted to go back there and kick his ass, Beck decided that his snowmobile and, more importantly, his phaser, gave him too big of an advantage.

Instead, Beck was going to try something a bit less risky…but not by much.

“Are you nuts?” Reilly shouted just as Beck soared off the cliff into the air.

“Activate autoski,” Beck said.

“What do you expect me to do?” the computer said.

“Uh…well…LAND ME!” Beck said angrily.

“Right. As if we will survive a fall from this height.”

“I wish you would have mentioned that before I went off the cliff!”

“I expected you to have common sense,” the computer replied. “Who purposely skis off a cliff?”

“Me, obviously.”

“Nice knowing you.”

Beck suddenly smashed into something with a bone-jarring thud. She couldn’t have gotten to the ground that fast. And if she had, she’d certainly be dead. Beck looked down. She was on the roof of a runabout. Looking up, she saw Reilly parked on the edge of the cliff glaring down at her in astonishment. That quickly turned to fury as he drew his phaser.



“Get her inside,” Hodges said.

“I’m going. I’m going,” Banyon said as he moved to the runabout transporter console.

The ship rocked slightly.

“What was that?” he demanded.

“Phaser hit,” Hodges said. “We’ve got to move.” Her hands raced across the runabout controls.

“Hold on. I don’t have her yet.”

Too late. The runabout lurched forward.



Beck’s safe landing spot suddenly shifted forward, sending her sliding to the rear of the craft. Dropping to the roof, Beck desperately tried to find some hand hold to grab onto. Reilly fired again, this shot missing Beck by millimeters. The heat melted part of her ski outfit.

“Play dead,” Beck thought. “That was so close, maybe he’ll think he hit me.” Another blast landed near her head. “Maybe not.”

The runabout lurched again, sending her off the back. She managed to grab onto the edge just before slipping off into oblivion. Two more quick phaser blasts slammed into the back of the runabout.

Beck desperately wanted a commbadge so she’d have somebody, anybody to scream at right now. She hated being helpless like this, especially while some nutbar was shooting at her. Why didn’t they beam her inside?

To answer her question, her body dematerialized in the comforting grip of the transporter, and…

…she fell right into Banyon’s arms.

“Got her!” he said. Hodges turned the ship around sharply and roared up and over the cliff, missing Reilly by inches.

“Next time, bunny!” Reilly screamed as the runabout rumbled past. He didn’t notice the vibrations it set off in the snow all around him. Before he could react, the snow gave way beneath him sending him tumbling down the cliff while being encased in an ever-growing ball of snow.

And he tumbled…

And tumbled…

And tumbled…

And the ball grew…

And it grew…

And it grew… The ball rolled to the bottom, then down another hill, then around a curve. Finally, it slammed into the ski village constabulary office, smashing into bits and leaving a battered Reilly for the police to pick up for defacement of public property. Turns out the Sargonites are a bit sensitive about snowball fights.



Beck, Hodges, and Banyon stared at the trophy sitting on the table in the runabout’s rear compartment as the ship sped off towards Starbase 78 where Banyon was supposed to meet with his superiors.

“That’s it?” Hodges asked.

“Stow it, Steph,” Beck said. “There could be anything hidden in there.” Banyon looked at her confused. “There is something hidden in there, isn’t there?” Beck said. Banyon shook his head as Beck turned angry. “I know I just didn’t risk my life for some cheap bowling trophy.”

“This isn’t just some cheap trophy,” Banyon said. “This was won by Admiral Janice Graham against incredible odds.”

“So?” Hodges said.

“What the hell does the Orion Syndicate have to do with this?” Beck demanded.

“They felt their team should have won. They stole the trophy right out of the admiral’s office at intelligence headquarters in an attempt to claim what they felt was rightfully theirs,” Banyon explained. “Some of our analysts also think they were trying to send us a message that even our headquarters wasn’t safe, but most of us don’t lend too much credence to that theory.”

“Of course not,” Beck remarked.

“But now that the mission is over,” Banyon said, flashing a charming grin at Beck, “we can get back to that conversation we started in the bar.”

“And that’s my cue to exit,” Hodges said, quickly retreating towards the cockpit.

“You want to start over?” Beck asked, a trace of seduction in her voice.

“Absolutely.”

“No stupid trophies.”

“Never happened.”

“Well…” Beck suddenly lashed out with her fist, catching Banyon with a right to his jaw. He fell back to the deck. “Now it never happened.”

“Can I still buy you a drink?” Banyon mumbled, cradling his jaw.

“You’d better. And I expect you to somehow make me not miss the six days of skiing I’m not going to be getting because of all this.”

“No problem,” Banyon said standing up.

“And you’d better supply an equally-good looking friend for the pilot,” Hodges said, poking her head back into the compartment.

“Goodbye, Steph,” Beck said.

“Sorry,” Hodges said. “But I’m not kidding about the friend.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Banyon said. “All of it.”

“Like I said,” Beck said, taking Banyon’s head it her hands. “You’d better.” She leaned in and kissed him.

“I thought the secret agents were the ones who were supposed to do the seducing,” Banyon said.

“Welcome to the 24th century,” Beck replied. And welcome back Lisa Beck, she thought to herself as she kissed Banyon again.



“Personal log. Stardate 51695.3. Steph and I have returned to Waystation…or actually Waystation Village feeling quite rested and relaxed. I’ll probably be able to tolerate my temporary roommate’s Bracktian music for another month or so without snapping and killing her. I think I liked Dr. Nelson better before she went home and had the oh-so-wonderful bonding experience with her parents. In any case, should any of this happen again, Lazlo be damned, I’m rooming with Steph.

In other news, the station construction seems to have progressed while I was away, and the cargo module village is still in one piece. I knew Morales could handle things while I was away.”



“Morning everyone,” Commander Beck said entering ops.

“Oh hi, Commander,” Lieutenant Porter said. “I didn’t hear you come in. Must have been the absence of that familiar bonk.”

“I learned to duck.”

“So it was that kind of vacation,” Porter said. Lieutenant Commander Morales walked in from the airlock joining ops to the ready room/conference room module.

“Welcome back, Commander,” he said warmly. “Nice trip?”

“A little bumpy at first, but things improved. How were things here?”

“About the same,” Morales said, exchanging a meaningful glance with Porter.

“Right. I expect a full report,” Beck said, heading back towards the airlock. “And I mean FULL.”

“Are you relieving me?” Morales asked.

“Hell no. I’ve still got five hours of vacation time left. Have fun, boys.” Beck exited, leaving a stunned Morales in her wake.

“Does she seem different to you?” Morales asked Porter.

“Yeah, but in a good way,” Porter replied smiling.

“If you say so.”



Beck pounded on the locked airlock of the module holding Dillon’s Supply Depot with her one free hand. The other held a jumble of battered ski equipment.

After a few moments, Bradley Dillon opened the airlock.

“Commander! Come on in. I was just training some new employees.” Bradley led Beck inside the module where two teenaged Vulcans were arranging a product display.

“They’re the new sales staff?” Beck asked.

“I’m working on their selling technique, but they’re the most honest race in the galaxy,” Bradley said.

“Thank you,” one of the Vulcans said.

“Although, they have an annoying tendency to eavesdrop,” Bradley said loudly.

“Our apologies,” the other Vulcan said.

“So then, Commander, how was the skiing?” Bradley asked.

“All too brief,” Beck replied.

“Did we meet anyone…special?”

“Actually yes.”

“And where is this mystery man now?”

“Back to his own life,” Beck replied. “We had a fun couple weeks. It was exactly what I needed.” She shoved the ski equipment into Bradley’s arms and turned to leave. “Thanks for the help.”

“Anytime,” Bradley said. He then noticed a light blinking inside the ski goggles. “Commander, the goggles have a message saved for you.”

“For me?” Beck asked confused. She took the goggles from Bradley and put them on.

“Replaying two saved messages,” the computer said softly. Beck heard the two reminders she gave herself on the ski slopes. Smiling, she handed the goggles back to Bradley.

“Anything important?” he asked.

“They’re really for you,” Beck said.

“For me?” Bradley wondered. Suddenly, Beck grabbed him and kissed him. Before Bradley could recover from the first assault, Beck pushed him away and decked him.

“Thanks for the loan,” Beck said with a chuckle, then left. That whole thing had felt surprisingly good. Maybe it was just pent-up resentment about Bradley’s wealth. Maybe it was leftover stress from work. Maybe it was just plain fun. Deciding on the last option, Beck smiled and went to get some breakfast. Baughb and Ih’mad would be delighted to have their favorite customer back.

Bradley sat on the floor watching Beck leave. “What’d I do?” Bradley demanded, glaring at the stoic Vulcans. The Vulcans could only stare back at him and shrug.



And Next Time in Renovations:

Just what was Lieutenant Commander Morales doing while Commander Beck was away on vacation? Well, she was having a hell of a lot more fun than he was; I can tell you that much. Between labor strikes and lawsuits, Morales has his hands full. Come see the carnage next time in…
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First Officer’s Log,

Stardate 51683.5. With Commander Beck away on vacation, I’ve been assigned the pleasurable task of making sure this string of cargo modules we so laughingly call a space station is functioning properly, in addition to overseeing construction of our new place of residence. As you might imagine, I’m enthused.



“Wow, Commander, I’ve never heard you that sarcastic,” Lt. Craig Porter said, peeking from behind the science/engineering/mission ops/frozen yogurt dispenser/etc. console. One of the power junctions had fried again and he was busily repairing the connections. “It’s definitely a change for the better.”

“Can it, Craig,” Morales muttered, turning toward the door to the cramped closet that served as the Commander’s office and ducking just before the bulkhead rammed into his forehead. Three months of practice had just about cured him of making that mistake.

Just as the doors cranked open to admit Morales, a chirp sounded from the tactical/security/muzak control/antigrav handball equipment rental station.

Lt. Sean Russell sighed, swiveling in his chair. He tossed a pile of protective gear to Ensign Stanton. “Get this down to the party at handball court eight, would you, Ensign?”

“Yes, sir.”

Another chirp. “Okay, already,” Russell said, snapping on the communications system.

Morales hovered by the door to the office. He didn’t bother going in; he was probably going to just be called back to Ops anyway.

“All right,” Russell replied. “I’ll let him know.” He turned toward Morales, shrinking back when he saw the look on the Commander’s face. “We just got word from the construction crew. Their lasagna wasn’t cheesy enough.”

“Oh, for Pete’s–”

“And they want a bigger menu selection. And they want the Andorian Brothers to do carryout.”

“Son of a–”

“AND they want the torpedo bay on the Exeter saucer to be converted into a dining room. They don’t like eating on the bridge anymore.”

Morales’ face grew increasingly red. “Tell them their requests were taken under advisement, then swiftly denied, Lieutenant.”

“Aye, sir,” Russell said, tapping the information into his panel and sending the message.

Porter hopped up into his chair and activated the new junction box. His panel flickered on, just in time for him to take note that the frozen yogurt dispenser in cargo module twelve had broken down. He grabbed his toolkit and rounded his station down to the lowered command area. “You know, Commander, I’m going to go out on a limb here and say that our response to the construction crew’s demands isn’t exactly going to speed up their performance.”

“How can they go any slower?” Morales demanded. “They’re already three months behind. They should be nearly finished by now, and they’re less than halfway through!”

“They’re not Starfleet, Commander. We can’t expect them to be as efficient as we are.”

“Just because they’re not Starfleet doesn’t give them an excuse to make outrageous demands and work at the pace of a Tarkalian slug-beeetle!”

“Outrageous?” Porter said, shoving open the hatch that would take him through the maze of interlocking connecting tubes and cargo modules that was Waystation Village. “Have you ever tried to eat lasagna that wasn’t totally cheesy?”

“Get out of here, Porter,” Morales seethed.

“Keep working on that sarcasm, sir.”

Morales’ brow creased. “Please, Lieutenant, stay! We really enjoy your company!”

“Much better.”



BLEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEP-BWARK!

Morales would have to talk to Lt. Porter about Waystation Village’s communications system. It had the longest, most annoying comm page he’d ever heard. Since the cargo modules were subcontracted from the Zenedron Construction Group, much like the Zenedron Construction Group itself, it was of the lowest possible quality.

BLEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEP-BWARK!

“WHAT!” Morales slammed his hand blindly on the communications panel.

“It’s Russell, sir,” Sean Russell’s voice resounded throughout Morales’ petite quarters. “We’re having some trouble with the construction people.”

“What a shock. Do tell.”

“They just heard that you denied their requests, so they decided to stop working.”

“They just DECIDED to stop working?” Morales blared, rolling out of bed and pulling his boots on. “Of all the–we’re paying them!”

“Tell me something I don’t know, sir.”

“Well, we’re going over there. Get the Cumberland ready.”

“Technically, sir, I’m supposed to be on break.”

“Oh, don’t you start now, Sean!”

“Just a little levity, sir. On my way to the runabout bay.”



Still in his pajamas, save the boots, Morales tiptoed through the dark runabout bay, tapping the control to open the door to the USS Cumberland.

Light poured out of the cockpit; Russell was already inside doing the preflight.

“Close the door already,” a voice said.

Morales sighed, not looking back. “I’m sorry Yeoman Jones.”

“I’m trying to get some sleep, Commander. But how can I when technicians are always coming in at odd hours and working on the runabout?”

He glanced over his shoulder. Jones was curled up on a cot in a thermal sleeping bag, pillow smushed over her face. She’d been transferred to the runabout bay when a stray piece of space debris collided with her compartment and ventilated it to space. Luckily she wasn’t in there at the time, but her teddy bear was destroyed virtually beyond recognition.

“Sorry, Yeoman. Porter said you’d be out of here in a few days.”

“That’s what he said a few days ago,” muttered Jones.

“I’m sure. Well,” Morales said, but couldn’t think of anything else to say. He sighed again and climbed the stairs into the cockpit, allowing the hatch to slide closed beside him.



Buck Winters, about 350 pounds of man as Morales judged, loomed over he and Russell.

“It’s all a matter of respect,” Buck said, and the contractors surrounding him grunted agreement.

“Look,” Morales said, feeling out-of-place in his Starfleet Academy Polo Club t-shirt and sweatpants, stared nervously up at Buck. “We respect you, okay? We just can’t go catering to every bizarre demand you make.”

“Well, well, well,” Buck said, thumping Morales on the chest. The smaller man stood his ground. “You’re saying cheesy lasagna is a bizarre demand? Funny you should say that, pajama boy.”

“Ahem, uh, well I–” Morales straightened. “I certainly am.”

“We want cheesier lasagna!” shouted back one of the laborers.

“And the big dining room!” shouted another.

“I’m not going to stand here and listen to any more of these silly demands,” Morales snapped. “If you guys were Starfleet engineers, this facility would have been finished months ago. I don’t care if you’re civilians, I want this station finished and finished pronto!”

Buck blinked at this, then shifted his toolbelt around his gut a bit. “Okay, I get what you’re saying.”

Morales sighed. “Finally. Listen, I hate to be so curt with you guys, but–”

“Come on, let’s go!” shouted Buck, turning around and motioning to his workers.

“Boy, they really are getting to work quick,” commented Russell.

“Yes,” Morales said. “A little too quick.”



Morales tried to catch up on some sleep as the thirty minute ride back to Waystation Village began. He had almost drifted away to dreamland when a bleep sounded from Russell’s console.

“I don’t want to know what it is.”

Russell coughed uncomfortably. “Sir, activity from the site of the new Waystation. Workbees and transport shuttles are apparently…leaving.”

Morales shot up in his seat. “On viewer.”

He turned to watch the swarm of ships vacate Waystation and veer off into warp. “Hail them!”

“You’re on.”

“Zenedron construction ships: Where do you think you’re going???”

Buck appeared on the viewscreen. “You wanted us to finish early. We’re finished. You and your so-called crack Starfleet crew can finish the rest.”

“No, you can’t be serious!”

“We’re serious all right. Your government will be getting a bill from the Zenedron Construction Group for lost time, personal suffering, etc. Have a nice day.”

And Buck bleeped off the screen.

“Good thing Commander Beck’s on vacation,” Russell said weakly. “I’m sure we can get them back before then.”

“Oh, we’re doing no such thing,” Morales snapped.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean we’re going to finish that station. And in record time.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Morales was so angry his eyes twitched. “Do I look like I’m kidding?”

“You look like you’re having a stroke.”

“Either way, that station’s getting finished. BEFORE Commander Beck gets back.”

“You’re kidding me.”

“Let’s not go through that again.”



First Officer’s Log,

Stardate 51685.3. Construction on the new Waystation is going completely as according to plan. Nothing unusual whatsoever to report. All is well, everything’s fine. No need to worry about us. Nope. No sirree.



Lt. Commander Morales circumnavigated the new stretch of Starfleet Square Mall, following a long string of fiberoptic cable to the Jeffries tube where Lt. Porter and his men were currently working.

“How’s it coming?”

Porter sighed. “Don’t ask.”

“That bad?”

“Well, for starters, I have no idea how any of these electrics were done. It’s not to Federation specs, that’s for sure.”

“Then I guess it’s good we caught that now.”

“Then there’s the matter of the structural problems. None of my engineers were certified for raw construction. Especially on this scale. The upper and lower saucers still haven’t been added yet. All the expansion work has barely been completed.” Porter sat up, squirming out of the Jeffries tube. “You realize this place is supposed to be around a hundred decks when we’re all finished, don’t you?”

Morales cleared his throat. “Nothing you guys can’t handle, right?”

ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZT!

The inside of the Jeffries tube was suddenly illuminated very bright as Porter was blasted out and into Morales’ lap.

Porter sighed again. “Better call the Infirmary. Again.”



After Porter’s crew had been treated and released, Lt. Commander Morales returned to the station commander’s cramped little office in Waystation Village to catch up on some paperwork.

“Jones to Morales,” rang the comm system.

“What is it, Yeoman?”

“We’re having a minor vendor relations problem.”

Morales rubbed his temples wearily. “Which vendor?”

“Mr. Dillon, sir.”

“I should have known. Tell him I’ll meet with him–” Before Morales could finish, Bradley Dillon, dapperly dressed as always, marched through the door to the tiny office, followed by several men in suits just as snappy, and one woman in a miniskirt and matching blazer.

“What the–”

Jones was barely visible behind the cluster of suits. “Sorry I couldn’t give you more notice sir. They kind of just came from out of nowhere.”

Bradley Dillon advanced on Morales’ desk, smiling broadly. “No need to worry about this, Commander Morales. I respect Commander Beck and you. This little matter can be taken care of very easily.”

“What little matter?” Morales demanded, rising from the chair and leaning on Beck’s desk.

Bradley paced the office. “The matter of the total stoppage of construction on my portion of the new station.”

“On YOUR portion? But you hired independant contractors.”

Bradley rolled his eyes. “That may be, but evidently they have some sort of agreement with the Galactic Two-forty-two, which is the union that represents the Zenedron Construction Group, hence, they left too. My associates here have calculated that the lost assets to come because of your handful of Starfleet engineers taking on a job way beyond their capabilities will cost Dillon Enterprises upwards of–”

“Four million credits,” crisply responded the lead suit, a thin, mannerly Vulcan.

Morales blinked. “You want ME to pay YOU because your construction crew left.”

Bradley’s grin broadened. “I’ve got a substantial business to get off the ground, Mr. Morales. I’m sure you can appreciate the demands on my schedule. Any delay is costly.”

Morales collapsed into his seat, laughing heartily. “You’ve got some nerve, Mr. Dillon. What will happen if I don’t pay? This bunch will beat me up behind the matter reclamators?”

“Not at all,” Bradley said. “I’d hate to think you’d defamate my character by insinuating something like that. These are my lawyers.”

“Your what?”

“A dying artform, to be sure,” Bradley said, leaning easily against Morales’ desk, “but one I’d like to preserve. This is a Dream Team made up of the galaxy’s best lawyers.”

“You’d sue Starfleet. Oh, Mr. Dillon, that’s rich.”

“No, I’m rich. And I stand to be a lot richer if I get a settlement of –what?” He looked at the Vulcan.

The Vulcan clasped his hands behind his back. “Twenty million credits.”

“But you said this will cost you four million!”

“Personal suffering, collateral damages, I could go on,” said another lawyer, a tall, angular Cardassian.

“Who are these idiots?” demanded Morales.

“Oh, I’m such a dunce!” Bradley exclaimed. “I forgot to introduce my friends. This is Skarnak, the only Vulcan lawyer known to exist. He’s capable of using logic to convince you you’re a bowl of cream of crab soup.”

That does sound good about now, Morales mused.

“And this,” Bradley pointed at the Cardassian next to Skarnak, “is Densin Gremlak, a Cardassian expatriate who can break any witness with his insideous phsychological techniques. He once sat in silence with a witness for two days, until finally she had a nervous breakdown and confessed to planetary terraforming fraud. And, incidentally, he also is an excellent chef.”

“This is sick.” Morales shook his head.

“I’m not finished!” Bradley pointed to the fat guy. “This is just a really fat human, but he knows corporate law like nobody’s business.”

“Charming.”

“And this little cutie,” Bradley gestured to the girl in the miniskirt, “is Alyssa McNeil, an up-and-coming girl lawyer in an all-boys club who puts her heart into her cases and has a wild imagination.”

Somewhere, in the distance, Morales heard the peppery beat of a theme song.

“Good premise,” Morales nodded. “Anyway, I don’t think Starfleet has anything to worry about. That’s what we have Judge Advocate Generals for.”

Bradley laughed maniacally. “Have you ever seen a Judge Advocate General?”

Morales shrugged. “Have you?”

“Well, no,” Bradley admitted.



Morales stared angrily at the front viewport of the Cumberland as it sailed toward the site of the new Waystation.

“Don’t be mad at me,” squeaked Yeoman Jones.

“I’m not mad at you. None of this is your fault.” Morales pounded the computer panel before him. “But damn, I can’t believe Bradley would sue us after all we’ve been through with him.”

“Respectfully, sir, what have we been through with him?”

Morales rubbed his chin several moments. “Oh, I have no freaking idea! Just steer, please.”

“You shouldn’t go into this mad. We’re about to do choose the color scheme for the new Ops. You need to be thinking clearly.”

“I’d be thinking clearer if I saw Bradley floating by in front of us, dead from exposure to the vacuum of space.” Morales smiled wickedly.

Jones looked Morales over nervously. “Sir, I think you’re a bit stressed. Maybe you should see a counselor.”

“I am NOT STRESSED, YEOMAN!” Morales snapped, and ducked back into the rear compartment.

“Okay, I believe you.”



“Then you exit through a curtain of beads into the main foyer. Actually, it would technically be called a foy-yay, but what does that matter, really?” asked Farlak, the frilly-shirted Klingon interior decorator assigned to create the new Waystation’s “asthetic feel.” He pranced through the turbolift alcove and lead Morales and Jones into the center of the gutted room that would…someday…be Ops.

“Where’d you find this guy?” Morales whispered.

“He came highly recommended by Krilik.”

“The owner of the Klingon formal wear shop?”

“The same.”

“What, is he a brother of his or something?” Morales whispered as Farlak closed his eyes, supposedly “feeling the aura” of the place.

Jones blushed. “Well, not exactly a brother, in the traditional sense of the word.”

“You know what I see?” Farlak asked, shoving his head in between Jones and Morales. “I see lots and lots of wood paneling! And shag carpeting!”

“This is going to be a military command post, not a retro-millenia dance club!” Morales exploded.

Farlak blinked. “You no like?”

“No, I no like!”

“Listen,” the larger man asked, “do you want me to design your space, or not?”

“Sorry, sir,” Jones said, stepping in front of Morales to circumvent any more violence. “Lt. Commander Morales has just been very stressed lately.”

“Oh, of course he’s stressed!” Farlak cried, maneuvering behind to massage Morales’ shoulders. “It’s all those violent grey and mauves that he has to work around. I’ve seen Starfleet designs. They’re so…combative. They’re not pleasant to work around at all. No, Mr. Morales, what I’m going to design for you is a space that’s functional, yet fun at the same time! Get it? Fun, functional? Isn’t that a hoot?”



Yeoman Jones shook her head as the Cumberland sped away from the Waystation site. “You didn’t have to punch him, sir. He was just being friendly.”

“I didn’t like the way he tickled my ear. It made me uncomfortable.”

“You’re wound up tighter than a Romulan warp field, sir,” Jones asserted, setting the Cumberland gently down on its landing pad. “You should be glad Farlak isn’t suing you like Mr. Dillon is.”

Morales sunk lower in his seat as the runabout sunk into its bay and the pressure doors swung shut above it. “Don’t remind me.”

“Ops to Morales,” came Russell’s voice over Morales’ communicator.

“Morales here.”

“Sir, we’re recieving a communication from Commander Beck. She wants to know how things are going.”

“Oh, spectacular,” Morales muttered. “Put her through in here.”

“If you’ll excuse me,” Jones said, rushing toward the exit hatch. “I’m on duty.”

“Not for another fifteen minutes!”

“Early bird gets the…well, you know, it gets fed!” Jones stammered, rushing out of the bay, yelling over her shoulder, “don’t bump into my cot on the way out, please, sir!”

Morales sighed and swung in his chair to face Commander Beck’s face on the viewer. “Commander!” he said warmly. “How nice to see you.”

“Nice to see you too, Walter. How’s my little village doing?”

“Ha ha,” Morales laughed uncomfortably. “Couldn’t be better.”

“Those construction people aren’t giving you any trouble, are they?”

“Nope,” Morales gritted his teeth. “You’d hardly know they were here.”

“Good. How’s everything else?”

“Ship-shape,” Morales said. “Well, station-shape, I guess.”

“Well, I just wanted to check in and make sure you weren’t having any problems. Glad to see the Multeks aren’t dropping in.”

“Wouldn’t be surprised, after a day like this,” Morales muttered quietly.

“What’s that?”

“I said, ‘hope you’re having a good vacation!’”

“Uh-huh. Well, I am. You know, a little of this, a little of that.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Whoops, wouldn’t you know. I have company. Listen, Walter, I’ve got to go. Take care.”

“Easier said than done,” Morales grumbled, snapping the channel off.

He swiveled around in his chair and leaned up to duck out of the exit hatch. He heard a rumbling out in the hangar.

“Yeoman Jones?” Morales gulped.

Then a meaty hand wrapped around Morales’ neck and slammed him up against the runabout bulkhead before he could yell for security.

“This is a message from the Galactic two-forty-two!”

“OOOOF!” cried Morales as he underwent the most vicous pounding of his life.



Station Log,

Supplemental. Everything is still fine. No problems to speak of.



“Hold still, will you?” asked Dr. Amedon Nelson as she reset Morales’ jaw.

He rubbed. “It still hurts.”

“And it will for a while. Not much we can do about that.”

“So, go on, Commander, what did he look like?” asked Sean Russell, pacing the Infirmary, studiously working on his pad.

“Huge,” Morales grimaced. “Other than that, I can’t remember much, since his fist was kind of in my line of sight.”

“That would explain the black eyes,” said Nelson with interest, shoving a hypospray in Morales’ arm. “This will kill the pain, but what you really need is rest.”

“I don’t see that happening any time soon,” Morales muttered. “I’m due in tomorrow morning, and I have to get ready.”

“So was he human?” Russell prodded.

“The only inhuman thing about him was his size, Lieutenant. I don’t even see how he could squeeze through the runabout hatch.”

Nelson glared at Russell. “I don’t see how he could get past security.”

“These union folks are tricky,” Russell admitted. “They have friends everywhere. And they can disappear as quickly as they appear. Your assailant is probably already on a transport out of here.”

“You did lock down all ships from leaving the area, didn’t you?” demanded Morales.

“Damn!” Russell slapped his padd down. “I knew I forgot to do something.”

“Listen,” Morales said, sliding off the biobed and ducking down one of Waystation Village’s cramped corridors. “We have worse problems than the Galactic two-forty-two. We have a station that needs to be completed on schedule, we have a crack team of lawyers hell-bent on suing the Federation and we have–”

“Klingon Bird of Prey approaching on attack course. All hands to battlestations. I repeat, all hands to battlestations,” called Ensign Stanton over the station intercom.

“I thought the Klingons were our friends,” Russell said, as Morales picked up his pace down the connecting tube to the Ops module.

“Assume nothing,” Morales grumbled as the first disruptor blast hit Waystation Village.



“They just decloaked and started firing,” Stanton said, stepping aside to allow Morales access to the Master Systems Console/Foosball Table. The Ops room doubled as a rec deck on Friday and Saturday nights. “Br’el class, small raider I think.”

“Hail them,” Morales ordered, as Russell jumped to the tactical controls and started firing back at the Bird of Prey.

“Response on-screen,” Stanton said, manning sciences.

A fattish Klingon appeared on the screen, draped in a frilly golden sash, hair in stylish dreadlocks.

“I’m Commander Kruul. Are you Walter Morales?”

“Um, yes,” Morales said slowly. “What’s this all about?”

“It’s about Farlak. You’ve assaulted him, and I intend to pay you back for it.”

“And how do you know Farlak?” asked Morales, rubbing his chin.

“He’s a very…close…friend. But that’s not important! Give yourself up to me for painful gutting, and I’ll spare your puny little complex.”

“It’s a village!” Russell retorted. “Get it straight.”

“Whatever. You have two minutes to decide what to do.”

“Well,” Morales said, folding his arms. “How do we stand against a B’rel- class Bird of Prey?”

“If this was Waystation, we’d be able to clean their chronometers,” Russell muttered.

“But this is Waystation Village,” Morales sighed.

“Right sir.”

“We’re dead meat.”

“That’s about the size of it.”

Just then, the hatch leading to Ops swung open, and Krilik, the owner of the Klingon formal wear shop squeezed through, head clanging on the doorframe.

“That is in an inconvenient entranceway,” he grunted.

“What are you doing here?” Morales demanded.

“I want to speak to that Klingon out there.”

This was getting just plain silly. “And how do YOU know HIM?”

Krilik folded his arms, unfolded them, then put his hands on his hips, posturing uncomfortably. “He’s an acquaintance of a friend. Farlak.”

“Farlak. Of course.” Morales stared down at the deck uncomfortably. “So you want to kill me too?”

“Actually, I spoke to Farlak. He’s not hurt. As a matter of fact, he’s, well…he asked me to invite you out to dinner with us tomorrow night. Our treat!”

Morales rubbed his eyes. “How about you get rid of that Klingon out there and we’ll call it even.”

Krilik grinned. “With pleasure. Put him on screen.”

Morales waved a hand at the viewscreen and turned his back to it.

“Krilik?” asked the confused Kruul. “What business do you have on a Federation station.”

“VILLAGE!” shouted Russell.

“Whatever.”

“A booming fashion business, Kruul,” Krilik said defensively. “More than I can say for your little pirate operation.”

“I’ll have you know I’m doing quite well.”

“Oh admit it,” Krilik retorted. “The only reason you’re a space pirate is because you like the clothes.”

“Bitch!”

“DusanH!” Krilik shouted back. “Farlak and I have been perfectly clear about this: we don’t want to hang out with you! Get out of this star system or so help me Kahless I’ll call your mother and tell her about what happened on Raisa.”

“Oh, do not bring my mother into this!”

“I’ll do it!”

Kruul smoldered on the viewscreen for a moment, then pounded a control, closing the channel.

“Bird of Prey disengaging,” said Stanton.

Morales turned back to Krilik. “Thanks. We owe you one.”

“Just take me up on that dinner some time, human,” Krilik said mysteriously and ducked out of the hatch.

Morales sighed and thudded into the commander’s office. “Don’t call me if anything else happens.”



Morales awoke that night to discover that he’d somehow rolled right off his bed–and onto the ceiling.

He turned his head to notice his bed right on the ground where he left it. A lamp and some loose trinkets from his last trip to Corsica floated by.

“Something isn’t right,” Morales deduced quietly. “Morales to Russell.”

Nothing. Damn.

“Morales to Russell.”

Again, nothing.

Morales pulled himself down toward the viewport and let out a yelp of shock.

It was painfully obvious that gravity was out. Which, in and of itself wasn’t such a problem. It was known to happen, especially in something as shabbily-built as a Zenedron cargo module.

The thing that made Morales yelp was that another of the cargo modules– specifically, the one that used to be attached to his, floated by his window. He could see a very angry Amedon Nelson floting around through the opposite viewport, scrambling for handholds along the bulkhead.

Then Morales felt the familiar buzz of a transporter taking hold.



The vacant room that was soon to be the new Ops materialized around Morales. Around him, stunned-looking members of his command crew milled about, murmurring confusion.

“Federation Station, this is the Galaxa Repossession Squad. Your cargo modules are property of the Zenedron construction group, and as such, they are to be returned promptly, vis a vis the termination of your construction agreement with them. Have a nice day.”

Sean Russell angrily tied his robe and marched down to the lower level of the new Ops to meet Morales. “This is just great. I was having a meaningful subspace communique with a model from ‘Universe Today,’ and it was terminated like that!” he snapped his fingers.

“I feel for you,” Morales grumbled. “Someone find me Porter. See if we can get something more than life support up here.”

“What do you intend to do?” Russell asked. “Run this station as is?”

“Do you see that we have much choice?”



Station Log,

Stardate 51686.4. This is a fantastic time to be commanding a space station. Everyone’s getting along and Waystation Village couldn’t be better!



“USS Velour arriving at Docking Arm Four,” said Yeoman Jones’ voice over the comm as Morales marched down the partially-completed cooridor toward the docking complex.

Jones was there waiting by the airlock for him, padd at the ready, in full liason mode. “Morning, Commander.”

“Yes, it is,” Morales grumbled, watching the Oberth-class Velour’s airlock line up with their own. With a soft thud, the two airlocks mated and began the process of pressure-equalization.

“Do we know anything about the judge?” Morales asked.

“I asked my source at the Federation Judiciary Board. He said she was fair but stern. But don’t cross her or she’ll cut you down quicker than a Tarkalian razorbeast.”

“May I ask who your source is?”

Jones waffled. “I’d rather not tell, sir.”

“Jones…”

“He’s the janitor there, sir.”

“Lovely.” Suddenly the airlock wheezed open on the Velour’s end and a pair of officers strode through. On the left was a thin, gangly ensign Morales guessed was the adjutant. Beside him walked an oldish red-head.

Morales straightened as the Judge Advocate General for his sector stepped through the airlock.

“Welcome to Waystation, Captain Rothenberg,” Morales said, stepping forward to shake hands.

The JAG continued past. “You can call me Judy. The hearing will begin in three hours. I want you to be ready.”

Morales and Jones fell into step behind Judy and her ensign. “Have the preparations been made?” he whispered.

“Porter wanted me to remind you that he warned you,” Jones whispered back.

“That’s not exactly bolstering my confidence.”

The group took a side-corridor to one of the slightly more complete residence complexes.

Judy studied the bulkheads with interest. “I didn’t realize you’d already moved in here, Commander.”

“We just moved last night,” Morales said weakly. “It didn’t take very long at all.”

Judy nodded as she rounded a corner. As soon as she passed one section of bulkhead, its outer covering flopped down to reveal the skeletal structure of the still-not-completed station underneath.

“Is that a draft I feel?” asked Judy.

“No,” Morales said. “Don’t be silly. That’s a state-of-the-art environmental system at work.”

“I see. So where are my chambers?”

“We’ll be working out of the Dillon Enterprises offices,” Morales said.

“And why are we giving the so-called enemy the home-team advantage, Commander?”

Because it’s the only completed portion of the station, Morales thought to himself, and smiled dumbly as he escorted Judy to the suite Bradley Dillon was so nice to set aside for her.



STARBASE 78



“And in other news, Dillon Enterprises makes Federation history, as the first indepentant corporation to sue our government. Jake Sisko reports on this exciting development…”

Commander Beck stuck her head out from under the covers. “What was that?”

“What was what?” asked Banyon cooly from beside her.

“I swear I heard the name Dillon.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Besides the fact of it totally killing my libido? No.”

“Your libido, huh?” Banyon smiled and yanked the covers over Beck. “I’ll see what I can do about that.”



Judy Rothenberg stared out the viewport of her temporary office and cocked her head as two space-suited figures tumbled by, dragging a sheet of duranium. They must just be putting some last-minute touches on the station.

“Ah, there you are!” a voice said.

Judy turned. “Oh. You must be Mr. Dillon.”

“The one and only! How are you finding your accomodations?”

She ran a hand along the desk, in search of dust. “Adequate.”

“Can I get you anything from the kitchen? We don’t have a chef at the moment, but I can certainly have Gisele whip you something up.”

“Just some warm tea.”

“Gisele!” Bradley snapped his fingers. “Warm tea.”

He joined Judy at the viewport. “Madam, I want to do everything in my power to make your stay here as comfortable as possible. If you need ANYTHING, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“And I just wanted to tell you, I read your book, The Measure of a Droid, criticizing Phillipa Louvois for her overly sentimental treatment of Mr. Data in that sentience case several years back. It was just gold, Captain! Gold!”

Judy narrowed her eyes. “You are buttering me up, sir.”

“Buttering?” Bradley smiled. “Nonsense. Just making conversation. I can stop if you want me to.”

“Please do.”

“Right. Well, I guess I’ll get going, unless you–”

“I don’t.”

“Uh-huh. Okay.” Bradley headed for the door. “Oh, by the way, do you–”

“No, I don’t.”

“Right, then. Okay, I’m gone.”



“All rise,” decreed Lt. Russell. “Presenting the honorable Judy Rothenberg, presiding over this…conference room, to determine the verdict in the case of Dillon Enterprises versus the United Federation of Planets. Here come the judge, here come the judge!”

Judy glared at Russell as she took her seat at the head of the conference table and he immediately sat down. She scanned one side of the table: Morales, Jones, Porter, and Dr. Amedon Nelson, then the other, Bradley and his gaggle of lawyers.

“All right,” Judy said tersely. “Let’s proceed.” She looked at Bradley’s side of the table. “Plaintiff’s counsel?”

The lead counsel, Skarnak, rose from his chair. “Madam, we would like to prove to you today beyond a shadow of a doubt that the United Federation of Planets is indebted to Dillon Enterprises to the tune of twenty million credits, for time lost, collateral and personal damages in the matter of the construction of the Dillon Enterprises offices, Dillon’s Pioneer Depot, and the Starfleet Suites hotel complex.”

“Isn’t that where we are now?” asked Judy. She looked around the conference room. “Looks complete to me.”

“I assure you, ma’am,” said the Vulcan. “This is a mere fraction of the Dillon Enterprises section of the station. Alyssa, the graphic if you please.”

Alyssa McNeil pushed out of her seat, straightened her tiny miniskirt, and strode over to the large viewscreen that dominated the conference room. She hit a control. “Your JAGship, if you will, take a look at this representation of our part of Waystation. The blue shaded areas are completely finished, but these yellow portions are less than half-finished. And work has not even begun on the green sections.”

Judy rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Break it down in terms of numbers, barbiedoll.”

Alyssa fretted with her hands momentarily and shifted her gaze to Skarnak, shrugging.

Skarnak joined her at the viewscreen, pointing to a cluster of numbers. “These figures indicate that over fifty percent of the Dillon Enterprises complex is unfinished. The raw value of that space in terms of fiscal annuity stands at three million credits alone.”

“Okay, number-cruncher, I get your meaning. But you’re going to have to prove that Mr. Morales here was in control of the situation with the Zenedron Construction group, and that he, as a representative of Starfleet and the UFP, acted with malice and forethought in ending construction.” She turned to face Morales. “Commander?”

Morales rose. “Captain, that’s my point exactly. Why would I have acted willfully to terminate our contract with the Zenedron group? Our station is in just as much distress as Mr. Dillon’s…enterprise. We have people working day-in and day-out to make up the time lost by the withdrawal of the Zenedron group. Mr. Porter can attest to that.”

“Mr. Porter?” prodded Judy.

Porter was staring at Alyssa. Her legs were incredible. Like two long, slender warp nacelles thrumming with plasma.

“Mr. Porter!”

“Hmm?” Porter pivoted in his chair.

“Can you attest that you and the members of your engineering team have been distressed by the withdrawal of the Zenedron group?”

“Sure, sure. It’s been an uphill struggle getting the new systems installed and online.”

“Madam, if I may, that proves nothing!” said Gremlak, Bradley’s Cardassian lawyer. “May I address Mr. Porter?”

Judy nodded. “Sure.”

Porter sunk in his chair. Morales squeezed his shoulder. “It’ll be okay, Craig.”

“Easy for you to say.”

Gremlak paced in front of Porter, looking him up and down. “Hello, Lieutenant.”

“Uh…hi.”

“Look at that graphic of your Waystation, please.”

Porter looked. “Yeah, what about it?”

“How many decks in this station?”

“A hundred,” said Porter easily.

“And how many occupied by Dillon Enterprises?”

“Three, in fourteen lateral sections.”

“No, that’s incorrect. It’s four decks.”

“Hey, I counted them myself, it’s three.”

Gremlak leaned down in Porter’s face. “FOUR DECKS! YOU SEE

FOUR DECKS!”

“CAPTAIN!” Morales exploded. “What in the hell does this prove?”

“I’m wondering that myself,” Judy said with interest. “Mr. Gremlak?”

“I’m just trying to make him nervous,” Gremlak said, shrugging. “We’re finished with this witness.”

“THERE…ARE…THREE…DECKS!” Porter cried, leaning his head down on the conference table.

“Captain,” Morales said. “This is obviously a bizarre attempt by Dillon Enterprises to sucker the Federation into covering his losses. They don’t even use the Zenedron Construction Group–he hired an independant contractor!”

“Who left as a direct result of the termination of your contract with Zendedron.” said Skarnak evenly.

“Walter, this is a setup,” said Jones softly.

“Why don’t you just go ahead and admit it!” cried Gremlak, leaning over the table. “All of you are conspiring to rid this station of Bradley Dillon, its most prosperous occupant.”

“That’s not true!” said Nelson.

“You don’t like him!” added the fat lawyer.

“You are jealous because he has so much more money than any of you,” Alyssa said defiantly.

Russell shrugged. “That wouldn’t be hard. None of us have any money.”

Alyssa considered that, and her large lips puckered in sadness. “No money?”

“Nope,” Russell sighed. “They don’t pay Starfleet officers.”

“From the moment Bradley Dillon stepped aboard this station, the command staff was deadset against him,” said Skarnak, retaking control of the proceedings.

“I wouldn’t say deadset,” said Morales.

“Exibit A!” Gremlak punched a control on the conference table and a Starfleet Officer profile complete with goofy picture appeared on the viewer. “One Travis Dillon, First Officer, USS Secondprize. The former home of Commander Beck, Mr. Morales, Yeoman Jones, Lt. Porter, Lt. Russell, and a bevy of others!”

“And what does this prove?” asked Judy.

“Travis Dillon is Bradley Dillon’s brother,” Skarnak explained. “And not well liked by many aboard the Secondprize.”

“Oh, we liked him fine,” stammered Morales. “We all got along fine with him!”

“Oh, yes?” asked Gremlak, punching a control. “Then explain this: Exhibit B!”

“Personal Log, Walter Morales, Stardate 48539.8. I’ve never liked Travis Dillon, and I never will. He’s a total moron, and couldn’t command a mop and bucket, much less a starship.”

“Again,” said Skarnak.

“I’ve never liked Travis Dillon, and I never will. He’s a total moron, and couldn’t command a mop and bucket, much less a starship.”

“You don’t like Bradley Dillon,” said Gremlak, leaning into Morales’ face.

“That’s not–’

“So you ruined his building plans!”

“Hearsay!”

“You hate Bradley Dillon!”

“No–”

“Because of his brother!”

“And now you’re going to ruin him!” cried the fat guy.

Judy put two fingers in her mouth and blew a loud whistle. “Silence, everybody!”

The whole room froze. Gremlak was still in Morales’ face, Skarnak was watching the action with a raised eyebrow. Beside him, Bradley Dillon watched with detached bemusement. Sean Russell appeared to be playing footsie under the table with Alyssa, and Amedon Nelson had the fat guy in a headlock.

“Now,” said Judy, taking a deep breath. “If any of you have anything intelligent left to say, say it now.” Exchanged nervous glances. Silence.

“Right, then. Recess. Be back here in an hour.”



Lt. Commander Morales leaned against the railing and stared out at the space beyond Waystation. He’d managed to find an out-of-the way place to go and think–that being the future location fo KelNar’s Science Emporium. The room had a beautiful bubble-shaped window that looked out onto the vista of stars. And they also had a pretty cool looking human-sized gyroscope machine, but Morales had not been able to get it activated.

“Sir?” asked Craig Porter from behind him.

Morales didn’t glance over his shoulder. “If you don’t mind, Craig, I’d like to be alone.”

“Sulking, sir?”

“That’s right I am.”

“You know, I think our chances for winning this are good.”

“What gives you that idea? What makes you think our luck will change any this late in the game?”

“Well, let’s just say Russell’s in the store room down the hall deposing the plaintiff’s counsel, if you get my drift.”

“That little stinker,” muttered Morales. “Fat lot of good that will do us.”

“Hey, think of it this way–that’s a Federation representative out there. You can’t tell me she’ll be totally impartial.”

“She once granted the Romulans a whole star system because they had a grievance against us. I think she’ll stand by her guns, Porter.”

“I see. Well, there are always possibilities.”

“I guess. Anyway, even if we do win this case, how are we going to get this station completed in time? You realize Commander Beck will probably demote me for this.”

Porter joined Morales at the viewport. “You don’t really think she’d do that, do you? After all we’ve been through together?”

“Why would she want someone who can’t even oversee a construction project as her first officer? You know I’m right, Craig. She’s always been closer to you, anyway.”

“Hold on, wait just one second. When did this become the ‘Who Lisa Loves Most’ debate?”

“It’s true. Executive officers have always had a close relationship with their captains. I don’t have that with Commander Beck.”

“Like Commander Dillon was all snugly with Captain Rydell.”

“Okay,” Morales granted, “there are exceptions. But I still feel like I’ve let her down, Craig.”

“Commander,” Porter said, “it won’t just be your butt in the warp chamber over this. We’re all partially responsible. And we’re going to work together to get out of this.”

“And how do you propose we go about that?”

“I’ll get back to you on that one.”

“Right.”

“Trial participants report to Conference Room 1A.”

“That’s it. That’s our verdict,” Porter said.

“Joy,” muttered Morales.



Judy scanned the table again. Every particpant save Russell and Alyssa quickly filed into their seats, eagerly awaiting her verdict.

“Glad to see you all here,” Judy said wryly. “I’ve thought long and hard about this.”

Everyone leaned forward eagerly.

“Who am I kidding? I thought for five minutes about this. The other fifty-five were spent taking a luxurious bath and eating the best dish of hasparat souflee I’ve ever had. Thanks, Gremlak.”

Gremlak bowed gracefully. “Think nothing of it, madam.”

“Just great,” Morales grumbled.

Bradley Dillon smiled victoriously.

The doors suddenly swung open and Alyssa and Russell scurried in, adjusting their clothing fitfully.

“Sorry we’re late,” Alyssa said, playfully dropping into her seat.

Russell leaned over to Morales. “Peace of cake, sir.”

“I don’t see how you made a difference,” muttered Morales. “Captain Rothenberg’s the one giving the verdict.”

“So I should have slept with her?” Russell glanced at Judy.

“Forget it. Too late now.”

“Never say never, sir.”

“Be quiet,” ordered Judy sharply, causing Morales and Russell to quickly shut up. “Now, let’s get this charade overwith.” She turned to Bradley. “Mr. Dillon, I am prepared to order Starfleet to pay you the sum of–”

Everyone drew in collective breaths.

“–nothing,” Judy finally said. “I mean, really. You can’t expect a government with absolutely no financial system to pay you anything? What would we pay you in? Starships, phasers, and graviton emitters?”

“Or a small moon?” suggested Bradley, still smiling.

“You couldn’t have thought you’d have a chance of getting money out of us, did you?” asked Judy.

“Nah,” Bradley admitted. “I really just did this for laughs.”

“What,” exploded Skarnak calmly. “This is a humiliation.”

“Sorry, old chum.” Bradley clapped Skarnak on the back. He shuddered. Whoops, he’d forgotten about that no-contact thing. “Anyway, you’ll all be compensated nicely.”

“But we’ll never practice law again,” muttered Gremlak.

“Maybe,” said Bradley. “But I’m prepared to offer YOU a chef’s job. That soufflee was magnificent.”

“Intruiging,” said Gremlak, rubbing his chin.

“There’s still the matter of the withdrawal of Zenedron Construction Group and your independent contractors,” said Judy. “It’s painfully obvious to me that the Starfleet people here cannot finish the job. We need them back.”

“Hmm,” Bradley said, shrugging. “I guess I could offer them a few million credits to reconsider our contract.”

“You’d do that?” bursted Morales.

“Sure, it’s a drop in the old bucket.”

“Well, then,” Judy said. “I think we’ve come to a resolution here.”

“Maybe,” said Morales. “But there’s one more thing.”

Judy glared at him. “What.”

“Is it possible that we can keep quiet about this?”

“We meaning me?”

“Well, yes. I’d hate it if all this got back to my commander.”

“I’m not your problem. You think you can keep a whole station quiet?”

“Ever hear the word ‘hush-money’?” asked Bradley.

“You’re a slimy little man, Mr. Dillon,” said Judy. “But a well- intentioned, slimy little man.”

“Thanks.”

She turned back to Morales. “I’ll keep quiet about this, more because it would be bad press for Starfleet than for any other reason. Just try to remember the lesson you’ve learned here today.”

Morales gulped. “And that would be?”

Judy shook her head. “Hell if I know. You’ll have to figure that one out.” She turned to her attendant. “Come on, Ensign Hunt. Let’s get off this station.”



WAYSTATION VILLAGE STARDATE 51695.3



“Morning everyone,” Commander Beck said, entering ops.

“Oh hi, Commander,” Lieutenant Porter said. “I didn’t hear you come in. Must have been the absence of that familiar bonk.”

“I learned to duck.”

“So it was that kind of vacation,” Porter said. Lieutenant Commander Morales walked in from the airlock joining ops to the ready room/conference room module.

“Welcome back, Commander,” he said warmly. “Nice trip?”

“A little bumpy at first, but things improved. How were things here?”

“About the same,” Morales said, exchanging a meaningful glance with Porter.

“Right. I expect a full report,” Beck said, heading back towards the airlock. “And I mean FULL.”

“Are you relieving me?” Morales asked.

“Hell no. I’ve still got five hours of vacation time left. Have fun, boys.” Beck exited, leaving a stunned Morales in her wake.

“Does she seem different to you?” Morales asked Porter.

“Yeah, but in a good way,” Porter replied smiling.

“If you say so.”



On her way down to return her ski equipment to Dillon’s Pioneer Supply Depot, Beck ran into one of the construction workers. His name tag read “Buck.” And he had a very nice suede uniform on, and a gold Rigelex watch, by the looks of it.

“Hello,” she said, squirming past him into the airlock.

“Why, Commander Beck, it’s great to see you,” Buck said brightly, taking Beck’s hand. “I just want to thank you for contracting with the Zenedron Construction Group.”

“Uh, you’re welcome.”

“We’re having such a great time working with you.”

“Sure.” Beck pulled her hand away and ducked into the adjoining airlock. Last she’d heard, the construction workers were being extremely difficult. What the heck had happened while she was gone? Did she want to know?

Probably not, she decided, and headed to Bradley’s depot.



The Corps of the Matter



By Alan Decker



“Renovations” concept by Alan Decker and Anthony Butler



Leximas looked Colonel Martin Lazlo up and down with a cold, critical stare.

“You wish me to what?” she asked, her blank silver eyes disquieting the marine immensely.

“We just need a clear track,” Lazlo said. “My troops are getting soft.”

“Soft. I see.” Leximas turned back to the candles floating above the make-shift alter set up in the meditation alcove section of her cargo module. The candles, which were being held aloft by her will alone, slowly moved towards Lazlo as she guided them with her eyes.

“What the hell are you doing?” he snapped angrily.

“Do you believe that I will harm you?” Leximas asked. Lazlo was sure he could see a hint of a smile at the mystic’s lips.

“Damn magic mumbo-jumbo,” Lazlo muttered as the candles positioned themselves on either side of his head, hovering inches from his ears.

“When you have no respect for me or my training exercises, how can you expect me to care about your training exercises?” The candles started to orbit his head.

“Is this helping you?” Lazlo asked, trying to control his temper. The only way he was going to get anywhere with this weirdo was by playing her game.

“Immensely,” Leximas said, gazing intently into Lazlo’s eyes.

“So, can we use the module or not? My people are crammed in like sardines.”

“As I understand it, the only reason your followers are crammed in like these sardine creatures you mention is that you insisted that the majority of the cargo modules allotted to your marines be used to store gear, rations, weaponry, and as training facilities. Your people are sleeping twelve to a module.”

“How do you know all that?” Lazlo demanded. “Have you been reading my mind?”

“I occasionally join Commander Beck for lunch.”

“And she’s the whole problem. Do you think it’s fair that you get a whole module to yourself? You’re one person. She just likes you.”

“If this is an attempt to sway my pity, I believe it is misguided.”

“Look. The rest of this entire ring of modules are marine modules. I’m trying to get a jogging track together. If we can run through here, it’s done. That’s all I want.”

“In other words, you wish me to allow several dozen loud, sweaty beings to trample through my sacred space.”

“Exactly! Is that such a big deal?”

Leximas turned away for a moment, pondering the situation. With a wave of her hand, the candles floated back to their holders and settled in them. She turned back to Lazlo.

“I am inclined to refuse this invasion of my space,” Leximas said. “However, in the interest of reducing tensions between us, I will consent to your request.”

“We’ll start tomorrow. How’s 0800 hours?”

“Acceptable. I will endeavor to be out.”

“Perfect.” Lazlo headed for the doors.

“Colonel,” Leximas said.

“What?” Lazlo said irritated. Now that the Leximas situation had been dealt with, his mind had already jumped ahead to the next thing on his schedule for the day.

“I do believe that the human custom is to thank me,” she said, a bit of annoyance showing.

“Oh yeah. Thanks,” Lazlo said. “If we ever get invaded, consider yourself protected.”

“And you would do well to consider learning…what do the counselors call it? Interpersonal relations skills.”

“This from Miss Social Butterfly,” Lazlo said, walking out of the module.

Leximas stood silently as she watched Lazlo depart. There were beings in the universe that required forceful intervention to learn how to deal with others. Ripples in the fabric of destiny alerted Leximas to the fact that Lazlo was heading to one of those moments of intervention. Her only regret was that she would not be there to witness it.



“Station Log. Stardate 51732.4. Now that the superstructure of the new Waystation has been completed, it’s time to start the huge job of building the interiors. Some areas, such as the mall levels, are already in good shape, but the vast majority of living quarters, laboratories, and other facilities still need to be dealt with. Of course, the private contractors Bradley Dillon hired to build his offices, store, and hotel are almost done. I guess you get a lot more efficiency when you don’t hire the lowest bidder.

In other news, there isn’t any other news. Life in Waystation Village has been quiet…almost unnaturally quiet. I think it’s because Lazlo is somewhat satisfied for once. I should make Leximas my official liaison to the marines. Of course, she’d probably kill me, and I don’t think I’d blame her.”



Commander Lisa Beck strolled out of the glorified closet Starfleet called a ready room and into the main area of the ops cargo module.

“Where’s the fire?” Beck asked, then took a long sip of her v’haspant. “We run out of airlock lubricant again?”

“Afraid not,” Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales said, handing Beck a padd. “This is why I called you out here.”

Beck read down the report quickly.

“Oh this is just beautiful,” she muttered.

“Tell me about it.”

“I suppose the procedure on this is pretty clear,” Beck said ruefully.

“Crystal,” Morales said.

“All right. Call Lazlo. He’s got a mission.”



“Listen up people,” Colonel Lazlo said to his marines as they sat in the back of the Mongoose, the marine’s transport ship. “Starfleet has been unable to establish contact with the Asneris Colony. All reports indicate that the Asneris transmitter is functioning normally, but no one’s responding. We suspect enemy activity.”

“Uh…which enemy?” Corporal Copeland asked.

“Am I done briefing?” Lazlo shouted.

“Sorry.”

“We will hit this place fast and furious. I want all major structures secured within ten minutes of touch down. Am I clear?”

“Yes, sir!” the marines said.

“Am I clear?”

“YES, SIR!”

“Hodges, what’s our ETA?”

“We should be on the surface in fifteen minutes,” Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges’ voice said from the cockpit. “Sensor readings are inconclusive.”

“You mean jammed,” Lazlo said.

“I can’t say.”

“Well, I know,” Lazlo said. “I’ve got years of experience in this sort of thing.”

“Yes, sir,” Hodges said.

“Uh, sir,” Copeland said, raising his hand.

“What is it, Copeland?” Lazlo said.

“This isn’t going to be like that training film they showed us in boot camp, is it?”

“Which one?”

“The old one with the face-grabbing things and all the things with acid blood. I had nightmares for a week.”

“That’s why we show you the movie,” Lazlo said. “And who knows what’s down there? It could be even worse.”

“Way to inspire confidence, sir,” Hodges voice said.

“Stop eavesdropping and land this thing.”

“Yes, sir.”



Hodges gently touched the Mongoose down in the middle of the town square of the colony. They couldn’t have asked for better conditions. The lovely mauve sky was completely cloudless, allowing the three suns to shine down on the landscape. Normally, Hodges would expect the population of the colony to be outside enjoying themselves in the beautiful weather. Instead, there wasn’t a soul in sight. She was overwhelmed by a feeling of unease.

The clamping of a hand on her shoulder almost made her jump out of the front viewport.

“Easy, Hodges,” Lazlo said. “We all clear?”

“It’s a perfect day for a picnic,” she replied.

“Good. Stay here and keep the engines hot. If we have to move, I want to be able to move fast.”

“So, you did learn something from the demon squirrels,” she said smiling.

“Not funny,” Lazlo said. He didn’t like to be reminded of that incident. It was bad enough that some cute furry rodents overcame his entire force, but the laughter he’d had to take from Beck and her Starfleet types was almost too much to bear. But, the whole mess had shown him the value of keeping your avenue of retreat open.

“I’ll be outside,” he said simply, striding out of the cockpit.



“LET’S GO! MOVE!” Lieutenant Colonel Dan O’Neal ordered as marines rushed passed him. “You heard the colonel. Ten minutes.”

Outfitted in their heavy attack gear and carrying powerful phaser rifles, the marines made an imposing sight as they fanned out through the colony. Too bad there was no one there to see them.

“Sheppard just reported in. Nothing in the colony administration building. All systems are online, but no one’s home,” O’Neal reported. Lazlo looked over the map of the colony displayed on the padd in front of him.

“Where the hell are they?” Lazlo said.

“No idea, sir. Both colony vessels have been accounted for. There’s no trace that we’ve been able to detect of transporter activity.”

“Weapons?”

“No signs of a fight.”

“Life signs?”

“Well…no. But the sensors are acting funny.”

“So there could have been a transporter?”

“Maybe…we’re not sure.”

“Have we at least secured the colony?”

“Oh, absolutely,” O’Neal said proudly. “Eight minutes, and there was no resistance whatsoever.”

“I’m moving my command post to the colony situation room in the administration building,” Lazlo said. “We aren’t leaving until we’ve figured out what’s happening here.”

“Maybe we could call Waystation and get them to send out some science people,” O’Neal suggested. Lazlo glared at him with a look powerful enough to whither flowers and frighten small animals…and some marines.

“Listen to me,” Lazlo said, leaning in close to O’Neal’s face. “WE DON’T NEED THEM!” O’Neal was practically knocked backwards by Lazlo’s screaming. “UNDERSTAND!”

“Yes, sir,” O’Neal said meekly. “But, with all due respect, sir, don’t forget about the squirrel thing.”

“I know! This is nothing like the squirrels! Okay!”

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”



Lazlo was awakened the next morning by pounding on the door of the colony situation room. He snapped his eyes open and leapt out of his sleeping roll, immediately checking to find a chronometer. O615. How had he slept so long?

The pounding started again.

“What?” Lazlo shouted. O’Neal raced in a moment later.

“Slept in this morning, sir?” O’Neal asked, seeing Lazlo still clad in his Federation Marine issue pajamas.

“Shut up, O’Neal,” Lazlo said. “What do you want?”

“Oh yeah. We just got an odd report from the patrol sent to check the colony power station.”

“What sort of report?” Lazlo asked tiredly. He hated this game of pulling information out of people. O’Neal opened his mouth to reply. “And don’t tell me I should go see it for myself.”

“How’d you know…”

“Psychic powers. Now what’s the damn problem?”

“It’s gone, sir.”

“The power station?”

O’Neal nodded his head.

“It’s gone.”

O’Neal nodded again.

“Any signs of…”

“Just empty ground, sir. No burning, no cutting, no nothing. It’s just a big hole where the station used to be.”

“Borg?”

“Doesn’t look like it. It’s just gone. Should we call…”

“I am not calling Waystation!” Lazlo said.

“Tuttle to O’Neal.”

“Go ahead,” O’Neal said.

“Uh…the colony terraforming center just vanished right out from und…” Silence.

“Tuttle?” Still nothing.

“Pull everyone back to the Mongoose,” Lazlo ordered. He quickly pulled on his uniform as O’Neal rushed out into the hallway.

“Oh my God!” O’Neal’s voice said from the corridor.

“What?” Lazlo demanded, running out after him. The corridor was lined on the opposite side by huge picture windows looking out over the colony. From there, they had a fantastic view of the buildings of the town, what was left of them anyway. One by one, they were vanishing from existence, and the vanishing effect was heading right towards O’Neal and Lazlo.

“Lazlo to Hodges.”

No response.

“Lazlo to Hodges!”

“Oh sh**,” O’Neal said softly.

“Where’s the f***ing transmitter?” Lazlo said.

“Up one level,” O’Neal said. He’d barely gotten the words out of his mouth before Lazlo was racing to the nearest turbolift.

When O’Neal caught up, Lazlo was already in the transmitter room with a channel open to Waystation.

“Where’s Beck?” he demanded.

“In her ready room,” the image of Lieutenant Craig Porter said on the viewscreen. “What’s wrong?”

“Just get her.”

“Are you in trouble again, Colonel?” Porter asked smiling.

“NOW!!!”

“Keep your skirt on. Here she comes.”

Commander Beck walked into view.

“Yes, Colonel,” Beck said.

“This whole place is disappearing. We need immediate pull out!”

“Where’s Steph?” Beck demanded.

“Vanished.”

“You lost my best friend?” Beck said angrily.

“Can we talk about this later?”

“We’ll have a runabout there as soon as we can,” Beck said. “Until then, try and get to the colony ships. Waystation out.”

“The colony ships!” Lazlo shouted. “Why didn’t you remind me?” he said, turning on O’Neal.

“I forgot!”

“Obviously!”

“Sorry.”

“Run!”



“Remind me never to let him go anywhere unsupervised again,” Beck said once the channel had closed.

“I guess he’s just not ready to leave the nest,” Porter said.

“You up for a rescue mission.”

“Always,” Porter said. “Especially when I get to humiliate Lazlo in the process.”

“It does have its perks. Beck to Morales.”

“Morales here,” the first officer replied.

“Porter and I have to go bail out Lazlo. You have ops.”

“I’m on my way. You need me to pull the other runabout off construction duty to go as backup.”

“Nah. We’ve got it,” Beck said as she and Porter left ops.

“We’ll be standing by, just in case,” Morales said.

“Thanks. Beck out.”



“How many did you reach?” Lazlo asked as he and O’Neal raced towards the colony starships, which were stored in a hanger on the north side of town. He glanced behind them in time to see the vanishing effect wipe out the colony administration building he and O’Neal had been in minutes earlier.

“Just Copeland,” O’Neal said. “He’s at the ships and standing by. Everyone else is gone. Does the corps consider this acceptable losses?”

“What the hell kind of question is that?”

“Just wondering.”

The two marines ran into the hangar and found Copeland standing beside the open hatch of a large colony supply ship.

“Are we ready to go?” Lazlo said, running up to Copeland.

“I’m ready,” Copeland said.

“What about the ship?”

“What about it?”

“Does it work?”

“I don’t know. I guess.”

“You don’t have the engines warmed up?” O’Neal asked.

“Was I supposed to?”

“YES!” Lazlo and O’Neal shouted.

“Nobody told me!”

Lazlo wrapped his hands around Copeland’s neck for a moment. Fortunately for the scared corporal, Lazlo thought better of it and ran into the ship.

“Computer, bring all systems online and prepare for emergency departure,” Lazlo said, racing onto the bridge.

“Acknowledged.” Systems began to hum all around Lazlo as the mighty vessel powered up. O’Neal and Copeland ran in a moment later.

“Get to engineering and monitor things,” Lazlo ordered. “I’ll take care of things here.” He sat down at the conn console and pulled up sensor readings of the colony…or at least the empty ground that used to be the colony. By all indications, the hangar was the only thing left.

Lazlo then had one of the most horrifying thoughts of his life race through his mind. The fact that he would even consider asking himself this questioned sickened him to no end.

“What would Beck do?”

Talk to it. If there was an it. That’s what Starfleet did. They talked. Lazlo would have preferred to open fire, but there wasn’t anything to fire at. Instead, he activated the ship’s external speakers and turned them up to full volume.

“Attention attacking entity,” he said. “This is Colonel Martin Lazlo of the Federation Marine Corps. Cease your activities on this world. You have already caused the destruction of many Federation citizens that I am sworn to protect.”

Lazlo glanced down at the systems readiness readout. The engines still weren’t ready.

“Bridge to engineering. What’s going on?” Silence.

“O’Neal…Copeland…F***!”

“Are you in charge here?” a kindly male voice said from behind Lazlo. Lazlo whirled around, pulling his hand phaser, and found himself face to face with a ball of white light.

“Uh…ah…did you say that?” Lazlo asked, feeling ridiculous for talking to a ball of light.

“Indeed I did,” the light replied, its energies fluctuating slightly as it spoke. Lazlo was silent as he gaped at the entity. This was way out of his field. Marines handled normal aliens. Things with arms and legs and bodies and such. These light bulbs were more Starfleet’s area. “So, are you or are you not in charge here?” the light asked again.

“I’m in charge,” Lazlo said almost robotically. “Colonel Martin Lazlo of the Federation Marine Corps.”

“Yes, I heard you the first time, although I must confess that it doesn’t mean much to me.”

Lazlo forced himself to get past his stunned amazement and get back to the matter at hand.

“Where are my people?”

“Gone.”

“No kidding. I want them back.”

“They had no right to be here.”

“Excuse me. This was an empty planet. We colonized it.”

“It only appeared empty. I was here. And I didn’t appreciate the uninvited guests. You didn’t even ask if you could stop here.”

“Ask? How were we supposed to know you were here? It was vacant; we took it. End of story.”

“You corporeal beings are so typical. Didn’t you even stop to wonder if you were wanted here? No. You just swarm in and take what you want. You have no caring about the environments you inhabit or each other. You are like ants feeding on everything in sight.”

“Look, glowy, I don’t care about the ants, but this dirtball has been colonized by the United Federation of Planets in accordance with galactic treaty stipulations!”

“I know of no treaty.”

“Then I guess you should have asked,” Lazlo snapped defiantly.

“It would seem that the matter is irrelevant now; your colony no longer exists. And, if you do not leave this planet immediately, you will also cease to exist.”

“You’ll let me leave?”

“I am not evil. You have transportation. Use it.”

“I’ll go, but put those people on this ship with me.”

“Why should I trouble myself to do that?” the entity asked.

“Because I have a duty to protect Federation citizens! That’s why!”

“Intriguing.”

“Why the hell do you say that?”

“You do not have any feelings for any of the people I have taken, not even those who follow your command, yet you would risk yourself to rescue them. This is what being a marine means?”

“I have a duty. I swore an oath when I joined the corps.”

“I see. And you would die for that oath.”

“Damn right!” Lazlo said more firmly than he really felt. He should just cut his losses and get the hell out of there. He couldn’t help it if a powerful hostile alien wiped out everyone. But how would he face people after that? They would probably drum him out of the corps. His life would be over. And the Starfleeters would grin and gloat over his failure. No. If there was a chance of saving the colonists and his people, he’d have to go for it.

“Then I offer a challenge,” the entity replied.

“What sort of challenge?” Lazlo asked warily. Contests run by god- like alien beings always seemed to turn out nastily.

“I will offer you two tests. If you pass them, you will have shown me that your Federation understands the meaning of existing in harmony with others and the universe. If that is so, I will welcome you to my world. Ruthless, self-serving scavengers need not apply.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Lazlo asked.

“Will you accept my challenge or not?”

“I guess I don’t have a choice.”

“Excellent. This will be educational.” The entity glowed brightly, blinding Lazlo briefly with its brilliance. When the colonel’s vision cleared, he was not where he had been.

Instead, he was standing in the middle of a vast misty purple nothingness. Around him, various shaped objects floated, some large, some small, all strange. The entity was nowhere in sight.

“What is this?” Lazlo asked the void.

“The test,” the entity’s voice replied from everywhere and nowhere all at once.

“Don’t I get some help?”

“You mean a hint?”

“If you want to give it, but I meant someone to help me.”

“You wish to have another of your species assist you in figuring out my test.”

“Yes. We humans work in groups to solve problems. We’re all individuals, but our combined efforts can lead to solutions. We each have different specialities and abilities.”

“What is your speciality?”

“Combat,” Lazlo said.

“You are an expert in destruction.”

“Only when necessary. My goal is to protect Federation lives.”

“I see. So you wish to get assistance from someone who has specialties other than you?”

“Yes!”

“And who would that someone be?” the entity asked. Lazlo almost couldn’t bring himself to say the name, but she was really his only choice. Not only did she have experience with alien communication styles, which in the end were like puzzles, she was Starfleet and knew how to be diplomatic with bizarro disembodied energy balls.

“Commander Lisa Beck of the Starfleet Outpost Waystation!” Lazlo announced. “She’s on her way here now.”

“You wish someone other than those that I have taken to assist you?”

“Yes. A thousand times, yes!” Lazlo felt…something in his mind. Silken tendrils seemed to weave their way through his brain. The sensation was odd, but not unpleasant.

“Ah, I have an image. Let me locate her,” the entity said. Less than a second later, Beck flashed into existence beside Lazlo.

“Lazlo!” she shouted, turning angry. “What the hell is going on?”

“Solve this puzzle,” Lazlo said, waving his arm at the objects floating around him.

“What? Explain this!”

“I…I need your help,” Lazlo said, the last words causing him a visible effort.

“My help,” Beck said laughing. “What’d you get yourself into now?”

“An alien has taken the entire colony. If we don’t solve this, they’ll be gone forever…and so will I.”

“So you’re trying to save your ass.”

“Not just mine. There’s a lot of people at stake here, including Lieutenant Hodges.”

“Okay. Okay,” Beck said. “Let me take a look.” She started examining the objects floating by.

“An interesting choice,” the entity said.

“Beck, talk to the alien,” Lazlo said. Beck didn’t respond. She didn’t even seem to be reacting to the disembodied voice booming through the void.

“She cannot hear me,” the entity replied.

“Why not? You said she could help me.”

“And she has.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Why did you choose her? She obviously does not like you, and you do not like her.”

“But she was the best person for the job.”

“So, you would ignore your differences for the sake of the larger goal.”

“Exactly. Beck may annoy the hell out of me, and we sure don’t see eye to eye very often, but she’s a professional when it comes to her job,” Lazlo said. “In a crunch, I’d be happy to have her on my side.”

“This is…respect.”

“I guess it is.”

“And you honestly feel you can work with her to solve my challenge.”

“That’s not even an issue.”

“I believe that it is not,” the entity said. Suddenly, Beck and the void around Lazlo vanished and he found himself back on the bridge of the colony ship.

“You have done well, Colonel Martin Lazlo of the Federation Marine Corps.”

“I did what?” Lazlo asked confused. “What about the tests?”

“You have passed them both.”

“I did?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Just now.”

“I did?”

“As stimulating as this conversation is, I have other matters in the cosmos to attend to.”

“Wait a second,” Lazlo said. “Just tell me what happened.”

“Very well. My first test was to see if you would foolhardily attempt to pass my tests alone or seek assistance from others. Only those who know the value of working together can truly exist in harmony.”

“I asked for help, so I passed.”

“Precisely. Then, I was curious to see who you would select to help. Would it be one of your minions trained to follow your every order, or would you really try to solve the problem? Only the ability to work together despite differences will allow beings to truly exist in harmony. You exceeded my expectations, Colonel Martin Lazlo of the Federation Marine Corps.”

“I did it!” Lazlo exclaimed. “Wait, so where is everybody?”

“They will return as soon as I depart.”

“And Beck’s back on her ship?”

“She never left it.”

“Never left…oh thank the Great Bird!”

“I do not understand,” the entity said. Now it was its turn to be confused.

“She’ll never know I had to ask her for help.”

“And this is a good thing?”

“Definitely. I don’t have to watch her smug face as she gloats.”

“I will depart now before you make me alter my decision.”

Before Lazlo could respond, the entity faded out of existence. Seconds later, O’Neal and Copeland raced onto the bridge.

“Sir, are you all right?” O’Neal asked.

“Fine.”

“You should have seen where we were!” Copeland said excitedly.

“What are you talking about?” Lazlo said.

“It was all purple and cloudy and we were floating.”

“It was very peaceful,” O’Neal added. “Just floating.”

“Great. Well, while you guys were off in druggie-land, I just saved the colony.”

“Wow, sir! That’s amazing!” O’Neal said.

“Thank you,” Lazlo replied smugly as he walked off the bridge. The three marines exited the ship just as the hanger reappeared around them. In the distance, they could see the buildings of the colony slowly fading back into place. “This is why I’m in charge around here,” Lazlo said.

“You’re a born leader, sir,” O’Neal said in awe.

“Intelligent of you to recognize that,” Lazlo replied, striding off towards the center of town.



“Commander, I’m detecting a ship headed our way,” Lieutenant Porter replied as he watched the sensor readouts of the Runabout Yadkin. “It’s the Mongoose.”

“What? Open a channel,” Beck said.

“Too late. They’re hailing us.”

“On screen.” Beck turned sideways slightly to look into the runabout comm screen. Colonel Lazlo’s smiling face appeared a moment later.

“Ah, Commander. Thank you for racing out so promptly to assist us.”

“What the hell is going on, Lazlo?” Beck asked angrily.

“Nothing I couldn’t take care of,” Lazlo replied. “The situation is well in hand.”

“What about the colony?”

“Uh…Commander,” Porter said. “We just received a comm from the colony. They’re singing Lazlo’s praises. Evidently, he saved them all.”

“You’re kidding,” Beck said.

“Afraid not, Beck,” Lazlo said as the Mongoose roared past the runabout. “We’ll see you back at the station. Lazlo out.” He was about to close the channel, but thought better of it. He turned back to the monitor. “Oh, Commander, I never thought I’d being saying this, but thank you. I really mean that.”

Before Beck could reply or question what the hell Lazlo meant, the channel was closed.

“I don’t get it,” Beck said. “Was that a joke?”

“Sounded serious to me,” Porter said.

“Did we do something I missed?”

“Got me,” Porter replied.

“You know, I really hate it when he’s smug,” Beck said.

“I’m sure he feels the same way about you.”

“Shut up, Porter.”
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Lieutenant Craig Porter slipped into the main docking module of Waystation Village and immediately wished he’d chosen another route. Rather than being empty, as it usually was, the module had at least seven people in it. One of them, Waystation security chief, Lieutenant Sean Russell, was about the last person Porter wanted to see right then. Of course, Russell spotted him right away.

“Craig, come here a second,” Russell said, waving Porter over. Russell was standing with a couple of his security officers near the main airlock. Porter then realized why there were people down there; a transport was docking.

“It’s about time,” he heard Bradley Dillon’s voice say from a few feet away. The businessman and CEO of Dillon Enterprises was waiting impatiently for the transport along with his executive assistant, Gisele. Porter had asked her her full name once when he saw her eating in the make-shift food court module. Evidently, Gisele was it. He remembered the incident well. He’d gone over to say hello and introduce himself, she invited him to sit down, he asked the question, she flashed him one of the most beautiful, literally breath-taking smiles he’d ever seen, and then said, “Just Gisele.”

The conversation kind of went downhill from there. Porter just couldn’t think of anything else to say to her. Of course, he tended to have that problem around attractive women, except Commander Beck. Maybe it was because they’d been friends for so long. She was no longer a potential woman to reject him; she was just Lisa.

“What’re you doing all the way down here?” Russell asked.

“I could ask you the same thing,” Porter replied, dodging the question.

“We’ve got a potential security problem coming in on this transport. Guy by the name of Sesil. He caused some trouble a little while ago on Vulcan. Evidently, he and his followers weren’t too happy with the all logic, all the time way of life. They took a couple government officials hostage and tried to convert them to their way of thinking.”

“Sounds charming,” Porter said, starting to head toward the exit on the opposite side of the module.

“Hey. Stick around. I’m trying to do the whole show of force thing when he shows up. Let him know that just because he’s been released from the penal colony, we’re still watching him.”

“You’re bored, aren’t you?” Porter said.

“Damn right.”

The airlock then opened, allowing the few passengers on the transport to disembark. Porter spotted Sesil right away. At least he assumed it was Sesil. There weren’t that many smiling Vulcans in the universe. The effect was a bit disconcerting.

“You Sesil?” Russell said, stiffening his body as he switched into official Chief of Security mode. The white-robed Vulcan looked at Russell, Porter, and the two security officers that were with them

“I see my reputation precedes me,” Sesil said tranquilly. “We can discuss Starshine philosophy later, my children. I must rest now.”

“Not even close, buddy,” Russell said. “I’m Lieutenant Sean Russell, head of station security. We just wanted to say hi, welcome aboard, and we’ll be watching.”

“How reassuring,” Sesil said. “Is there anything else?”

“Uh…no,” Russell said. “Just don’t try any of that kidnapping stuff here.”

“Here? No no no,” Sesil said, his smile growing even broader. “Never here.”

“Good. Now move along.”

“Gladly.” Sesil gracefully exited the room. He almost just seemed to glide along.

“Great. Just what we needed. Another ultra-serene wacko,” Russell said.

“I don’t know. He seems harmless enough,” Porter said. “Well, I’d better get going.”

“Where to?”

“Well, there’s um…a…power junction that failed. I came down here to fix it.”

“Where are your tools?” Russell asked.

“Already there waiting,” Porter said as he headed toward the exit. “Gotta go. We’ll talk later.”

“What the hell was that all about?” Russell said.

“Must be one of those engineering emergencies,” one of the security officers replied.

“Guess so.”

Just a few feet away, Bradley Dillon spotted the reason he was down in the docking module. He opened his arms and walked over to the woman disembarking from the transport.

“Madam Jaraan, what a joy to see you,” he said, taking her hand and kissing it as per the old Earth custom. Jaraan completely ignored him. Her focus was on the figure exiting through the airlock on the far side of the module. She couldn’t see much more than his back as he walked out, but she could still sense something wonderful about his presence. She would have to locate this human again later. Jaraan turned her attention to Bradley.

“Thank you, Mister Dillon. I hope my travel arrangements have not inconvenienced you. My vessel is in the shop, but it will be picking me up.”

“No problem at all. Nothings too much for a future investor in Dillon Enterprises,” Bradley said. “My assistant, Gisele, will show you to your quarters. I must apologize for the accommodations, but space is a bit tight due to the renovations. If you need anything, though, don’t hesitate to ask. Once you’re settled, we’ll transport over to the station, and I’ll show you around.”

“That would be fine,” Jaraan replied.

“If you’ll follow me,” Gisele said to the six-foot tall, lanky Hytellan. Jaraan and Gisele exited, leaving Bradley alone with Russell and his security officers.

“And who was that?” Russell asked, almost visibly drooling over the gorgeous alien who’d just walked out of the room.

“A potential investor,” Bradley replied.

“Investor? Why do you need investors? You’re richer than some planets.”

“True, but I don’t want to take all of the risk involved with my financial ventures. Investors spread the danger around. No need to put all of my money in one place. Now, please try to stay out of her way. I don’t want one of your misguided attempts at seduction to drive her off.”

“All of my seductions are right on target,” Russell replied.

“I’ll give you one hundred credits if you don’t come within fifty feet of her the whole time she’s here,” Bradley said.

“Deal.”

“I’m finding that being wealthy makes handling people a hell of a lot easier.”

“And it just made me a bit richer,” Russell said as he headed towards the airlock. “Pleasure doing business with you.”

“Likewise,” Bradley replied.



Lieutenant Porter was a bit surprised by how dim the next module was as he entered, but then again, not many people came down this far. The only ways to get down here were through the docking module or the Vulcan comedy club, and the comedy club was like a morgue even when it was packed. Running into Russell had been unfortunate, but it was certainly better than listening to a bunch of “jokes” about illogical people.

Porter stepped up to the one door in the module and rang the chime.

“Leave it outside,” a distracted male voice called.

“Excuse me?” Porter said, confused.

“Leave it there. I’ll get it later.”

Deciding that the man inside had no clue why he was here, Porter slowly entered the room…

…and almost walked straight into a hologram of a bikini-clad young woman dancing erotically.

“And now the top,” a male voice said softly. Porter squinted through the darkness of the room to locate the speaker. A balding, middled-aged man reclined on a sofa intently watching the hologram’s performance.

“Counselor Miller?” Porter asked. The man bolted straight up and slammed a button deactivating the hologram.

“What? Who’s there?” Counselor Ray Miller said, his eyes darting around the room.

“I’m Lieutenant Craig Porter,” Porter said. “I’ve got an appointment.”

“An appointment?” Miller replied, surprised. “Really?”

“Yeah.”

“Wow. I haven’t had an appointment in weeks.”

“That’s surprising. I figured that people would be cramming your office since we moved into these modules. Don’t you deal with roommate conflicts?”

“Nah. I’ve got standing orders for roommates to settle their differences in the holomodule,” Miller said.

“That’s sounds therapeutic,” Porter said.

“Nothing like settling your dispute through combat.”

“I see,” Porter said, suddenly wondering if this was a very bad idea.

“Well, take a seat,” Miller said, gesturing to a chair across from his couch.

“Uh, doesn’t the patient usually lay down on the couch?” Porter asked.

“But I’m more comfortable here,” Miller said.

“Gotcha.” Porter sat down in the ornate faux-leather, high backed chair next to the sofa and waited.

“Well?” Miller said finally.

“What? Aren’t you supposed to start asking me questions?”

“No, you’re supposed to tell me what’s wrong,” Miller said, reclining back on his couch and closing his eyes. “Talk to me, my boy.”

“Uh…okay…well, I guess it’s about women,” Porter began. Miller’s eyes shot open.

“Yes?” he said expectantly.

“I just don’t know how to talk to them. I get all nervous and quiet. Usually, I joke around all the time, but I don’t know what to do when I’m talking to someone I want to have a relationship with.”

“Is there anyone in particular?” Miller asked. “If so, tell me ALL about her. Don’t spare the details. Height, weight, hair color, eye color, bust size.”

“Are you even listening to me?”

“Yeah yeah. Can’t talk to women. I’ve heard it before,” Miller said. “Look, the problem is you’re acting like women are somehow different creatures. They aren’t. Talk to them like you’d talk to your friends. You do have female friends, don’t you?”

“Well, yeah. Commander Beck,” Porter replied.

“See. You can talk to her, can’t you?”

“But I’m not trying to date her.”

“So. What’s the difference?”

“Lisa isn’t going to reject me. We’re just friends.”

“You can’t let fear of rejection keep you from talking to women. Somewhere out there, maybe closer than you think, is a woman who can’t wait to meet you. Believe me.”

“Right. Sure.”



Jaraan feigned interest as Bradley Dillon walked her around the area that would soon be the new and improved Starfleet Square Mall on the renovated Waystation. Bradley had hijacked Yeoman Tina Jones, Waystation’s liaison officer, to accompany them to provide the Starfleet perspective on things. Mainly, though, Bradley had been doing the talking.

“Now the main Dillon’s Supply Depot will be right here,” Bradley said, pointing to a large empty storefront. “The new store will be three times the size of our previous location.”

“You don’t say,” Jaraan said, forcing a smile.

“Starfleet feels that Mr. Dillon’s establishment adds…something to Waystation,” Jones said. “Even before the fluke that made him rich, the business was doing fairly well.”

Bradley laughed a fake laugh and leaned over to Jones.

“You’re supposed to be helping me! Not making me look bad,” Bradley whispered harshly.

“What’d I do?” Jones said.

“But the reason I need you is one deck above us,” Bradley said, turning his attention back to Jaraan without skipping a beat. “The Starfleet Suites Hotel will be the pinnacle of luxury in this sector, possibly even this quadrant. If you’ll just follow me.”

Bradley led Jaraan and Jones to a service elevator the construction crew had set up for getting around the massive station. On the way, Jaraan’s attention was drawn to a small office where a couple of Starfleet officers were working. One of them was the man she whose presence she had noticed in the docking module.

“That’s going to be my office,” Jones said, noticing Jaraan’s stare. “I’m going to have a complete line of holovids about the Beta Quadrant and Waystation as well as tourist info about the entire Federation. I, Tina Jones, will be your one-stop source for all your information and liaisoning needs.”

“That’s very nice,” Jaraan said. “Who is working in your office?”

“Oh, those are just a couple of our engineers. I think they’re hooking up my database. The construction guys aren’t qualified to handle the computer stuff…or they don’t have clearance…or something like that. Anyway, our people are handling the computer installations. It’s nothing exciting.”

“Who is the bearded one?”

“That’s Lieutenant Porter, our chief of operations and our science officer. Real nice guy.”

“I wish to speak to him.”

“Jaraan,” Bradley interrupted. “These are really just normal Starfleet types. We need to get upstairs to the hotel.”

“Why? Do you expect it to vanish sometime soon?” Jaraan said. “Do remember, Mr. Dillon, that you wish to gain something from me, not vice versa. If I wish to talk to someone, it would be in your best interests to indulge me.”

“Stop dawdling, Jones,” Bradley said, turning on the yeoman. “Get Porter over here.” Jones glared at Bradley, then stormed over to Porter in a huff.

“Woah, what’s wrong with you?” Lieutenant Porter asked upon seeing Jones.

“Him!” Jones said, pointing out of the office at Bradley. Bradley waved back jovially, then turned to engage Jaraan in conversation. “Ooooooh, he makes me so mad some days!”

“What does he want now?”

“You,” Jones said. Porter was taken aback by this.

“Me? What’s he want with me?”

“Not him. Her,” Jones said, pointing at Jaraan. Porter looked past the seething yeoman at the tall vision of loveliness standing next to Bradley. Porter has always thought that the tall, lanky Hytellans were the epitome of beauty and grace, but this one was something special. Soft curves, angular features, and regal bearing.

“Her?” Porter gasped weakly.

“I think she likes you,” Jones said.

“She’s never even met me,” Porter protested.

“I’ve heard Hytellans are really intuitive about these things.”

“Oh boy,” Porter said. “Can you two handle things for a while?” he asked the two other engineers in the room. After giving Porter some ribbing about his “new woman,” the two engineers agreed to cover for him. He followed Jones over to Bradley and the woman, whom Jones had informed him was named Jaraan. Before Porter could say hello, Bradley busted in.

“And this is Lieutenant Craig Porter, Waystation’s miracle worker,” Bradley said, wrapping his arm around Porter’s shoulders. “I’m sure he’ll do whatever he can to make you happy.” That last comment seemed directed almost in a threatening way at Porter.

“I wish to dine with you alone this evening,” Jaraan said directly.

“Uh…yeah…sure,” Porter said. This was a bit of a shock.

“Where shall we dine?”

“Uh…there’s a pretty good British Pub in one of the modules.”

“Sounds interesting. You will meet me in my quarters at 1800 hours.”

“Gotcha,” Porter said, feeling like he was following orders more than being asked on a date.

“Good.” She smiled. Porter almost had to look away. She was just too beautiful, and he was worried he was going to start drooling while staring into those deep purple eyes.

Without another word, she walked off towards the construction elevator, followed closely by Jones. Bradley held onto Porter’s arm a second, not allowing the engineer to leave just yet.

“I am on the verge of a very big deal here,” Bradley said with an intensity Porter had never seen from him before. “I need you to show Jaraan a good time. You understand? Money’s no object here…within reason.”

“Wait a second,” Porter said, shaking himself out of the shocked stupor the last couple of minutes had sent him into. “You’re going to pay me to go out with her?”

“You keep her happy while she’s here, and I’ll make your bank account happy when she leaves. I know you Starfleet types claim to not be interested in money, but you still like having a few extra credits when shore leave rolls around, right?”

“Right,” Porter replied.

“Good. We’ve got a deal then. Take her on the date of her life. I’ll pay for dinner, drinks, dancing, a private performance by that Klingon swing band, whatever. Just don’t let me down, Porter.”

“I’ll try not to,” Porter said.

“Fantastic.” Bradley shook Porter’s hand heartily and raced off to catch up with Jones and Jaraan.

Porter could only stand and watch him go. Counselor Miller had said that a woman was out there looking for him. Who knew she’d show up that same afternoon? And that he’d make some credits in the process?

It certainly was a strange universe.



After his shift, Porter returned to his cramped quarters in the cargo module he was sharing with Sean Russell. In a lot of ways, living in the modules was a lot like the Academy dorm, only smaller and louder. Between adding corridors for people to walk through, life support, and power units, there wasn’t a lot of room left for the people.

Porter had just climbed out of the sonic shower and slipped into a robe when Russell walked in carrying what looked like several sets of hanging clothes.

“You could knock,” Porter said, putting the padd he was reading down on his coffee table.

“We live in the same room for three years at the Academy, and now I have to knock,” Russell said. “I don’t think so. These came for you.” He set the clothes down hanging over one of the two chairs at Porter’s tiny eating area.

“What?” Porter said confused as he got off the sofa and checked out the mysterious new arrivals. Well, the package was exactly what it looked like: hanging clothes. Three suits and a tuxedo to be exact.

“One of Bradley’s little Vulcan minions dropped them off,” Russell said. “What’s up?”

“Up? Why should something be up?” Porter said, knowing damn well that Russell probably had the whole story by now. Jones had a knack.

“Scuttlebutt is that you have a date,” Russell said smiling.

“Scuttlebutt? I’ve been reduced to that.”

“Hey, you ain’t talking, buddy.”

“Bradley’s got some Hytellan on board,” Porter said.

“I know. I saw her. Astounding.”

“Well, she’s evidently taken a liking to me. Bradley’s paying me to have dinner with her.”

“Wait a second!” Russell exclaimed. “He bribes me to stay the hell away from her, but you get to date her! Where’s the justice in that?”

“I don’t know. We could ask Ensign Krause, Missy from the soup on a stick stand, the girl from that bar on Bransonis…”

“All right. All right,” Russell said, raising his hands in defeat. “Where are you taking her?”

“Victoria’s,” Porter said. “Not that I have that many options on this dump.”

“I’ve got a couple of holodeck programs I could lend you.”

“Thanks, but no. You’ve told me about your holodeck programs, and while I might enjoy an evening with the all-nude quilting club of Fordar Six, she might think it’s in bad taste.”

“Are you saying I have no taste?”

“No. Just bad taste,” Porter said. “Not get the hell out of here and let me get ready for my date.”

“All right,” Russell said. “But you call me if you run into any problems.”

“I know how to do this, Sean. I have dated before.”

“Yeah, but I’d like to avoid another ‘Gee, Craig, that was nice, but let’s be friends’ story from you.”

“Ouch.”

“Sorry, bud, but…”

“But it’s the truth. I know,” Porter said.

“You could use a quickie fling,” Russell said. “Have some fun. And relax!” He headed out the door.

“I’d planned on being miserable and tense. Glad you straightened me out there,” Porter replied. Russell laughed and returned to his room next door.

Surveying the outfits Bradley Dillon had provided, Porter decided that the tux, while nice, would probably be a bit much. Instead, he chose a nice navy blue suit. He casually wondered if Bradley would let him keep the outfits when it was over.

Slipping the suit on, Porter was impressed by the fit. It was almost perfect. Either Bradley had a good eye for this sort of thing, or he’d broken in to Porter’s replicator records. Who knew with Bradley? Half the time, he seemed slimier than a Ferengi, and the other he was a perfect gentleman. Definitely a hard guy to get a bead on, but he made things interesting.

The door chime sounded, interrupting Porter’s thoughts. He stopped admiring himself in his mirror and opened the door. A perky, pretty blond was standing there with a small case.

“Hi there,” she said, extending her hand to Porter, which he shook tentatively. “I’m Penny.”

“Uh…nice to meet you,” Porter said, as she pushed past him into his quarters, opened her case, and pulled out a small, pointed device that Porter didn’t recognize.

“Mr. Dillon sent me down. Could you spread your legs please?”

“Now wait a second!” Porter exclaimed.

“I’m here to alter the suit,” she said, looking him up and down. “Pretty nice fit, but then, Mr. Dillon does have an eye for these things.” She squatted down in front of him, and made a few changes to the pants, shortening the legs slightly, then moved up to his suitcoat. “Not bad at all,” she said, giving Porter a wink and a smile.

“Thanks,” Porter said uncomfortably. He knew that Russell would have asked her out by now if he were in this situation. Porter could only stand there stiffly as she busied herself about his clothes.

Of course, why should he ask her out? He already had a date.

“All finished,” Penny said a couple of minutes later. “Just contact me at the store if you need anything.” And then she was gone.

“Wait!” Porter called after her. “What store?” She didn’t look like someone who’d work at the Klingon formal wear shop, but who could tell? He didn’t get an answer. She was already halfway to wherever she was going by then.

Porter glanced at the chronometer in his quarters and realized that he was running out of time. He quickly finished getting ready and started to make his way through the various modules of the residential section towards the guest quarters Jaraan was staying in.

He was so busy trying to decide if he should say “hi” or “hello” that he almost barreled into the two fully-armed Roman gladiators coming in the opposite direction. It took him a second to process what he was seeing. A quick double take later, he jumped back in alarm. A second later, he realized who was in the costumes: Commander Lisa Beck and Dr. Amedon Nelson.

“Where are you two going?” Porter said. “Did someone not invite me to a costume party?”

“Holomodule,” Nelson said flatly.

“We’ve got some business to settle,” Beck added.

“Her Bracktian music finally pushed you over the edge?” Porter said to Beck.

“My music?” Nelson snapped. “What about her and that wailing crap?”

“Those were Andorian show tunes” Beck said. “I just got the Original Cast Recording of Sweet Guts and Gore.’”

“It’s lovely,” Nelson said sarcastically.

“Hey, if you can’t appreciate ‘Painting the Sky With Your Blue, Blue Blood,’ that’s your problem,” Beck said.

“It’s about to be yours. I’m going to kick your red-haired ass!”

“I didn’t know you had red hair on your ass,” Porter said smiling.

“Go to hell, Porter,” Beck said, storming past him. “Oh, nice suit.”

“Have fun on the date,” Nelson said, as she followed Beck down the passageway.

“Could I have just a little privacy?” Porter called after them. Beck just laughed.

“Not on this station, buddy?” Nelson said.

Finally, Porter prepared to enter the module containing Jaraan’s quarters. Before he could even activate the airlock, he was ambushed by three guys in non-descript black suits. One combed his hair again while the second shot some sort of breath freshener down his throat and the third shoved a bouquet of roses into his arms. In another instant, they were rushing away.

“Mr. Dillon sends his best wishes,” one of them shouted back. Great. It was a Mug-O-Gram. On the bright side, though, he had a dozen beautiful roses to give Jaraan, and he didn’t think that his breath had ever been fresher.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity of bizarre encounters, Porter arrived at Jaraan’s quarters. Before ringing the door chime, he took a couple of deep breaths and straightened his suit again. He rang the chime, and the door whooshed open immediately, revealing a smiling Jaraan.

“Nice show,” she said. “Do I make you that nervous?”

Porter blushed. She’d seen him readying himself on the other side of her door. Real smooth.

That thought was pushed almost totally out of his head as he looked at Jaraan. She was wearing a body-hugging purple dress made of a shimmering purple fabric that matched her eyes. The skirt of the dress was slit almost all the way up to her waist, and a small swatch of material covered her chest in a way that made Porter wonder how it stayed up.

“Well?” Jaraan said expectantly.

“Sorry,” Porter replied.

“Struck speechless. I like that in a man,” Jaraan said, running her hand playfully along Porter’s cheek then brushing past him into the hall. “Where do we eat?”

“Uh…this way,” Porter stammered, heading off down the corridor. Jaraan wrapped her arm around his, her touch sending a rush of excitement through his body.

“Lead on,” she said.

The walk to Victoria’s was fairly quiet. Porter would occasionally try and start up a conversation about the renovations or something similar, but Jaraan would mainly just smile or nod. At one point, when he started rambling about the new power core they were getting, Jaraan put her finger over his lips and said “Shh. We’ll have plenty of time to talk about more interesting things over dinner.”

Porter saw Jaraan’s eyes light up the moment they stepped into the British-style pub. She was just overwhelmed by the music and sounds of people laughing and talking. Porter wished she could have seen their old location on Waystation with the giant bar and dark wood paneling. As it was, old Sanders had done a pretty nice job with his temporary home. A huge Union Jack still hung over the bar, only now the bar was basically a plain counter. He’d moved over most of the wooden tables and chairs, though.

Porter steered Jaraan through the patrons to a quiet empty table near the corner of the pub. Jaraan looked at him quizzically as he pulled her chair out for her.

“Old Earth custom,” he said with a nervous smile. He quickly took the chair opposite hers and looked around the bar, hoping not to see Bradley Dillon or any of the Waystation crew watching to see how his date was going. None of them were visible, but Porter did spot Sesil, that supposedly criminal Vulcan, sitting at another table sharing a drink with a couple of the construction workers. A gregarious Vulcan. Who knew?

“Thank you for agreeing to this,” Jaraan said. “It’s nice to have someone to spend time with in an unfamiliar place.”

“No problem,” Porter replied, not bothering to mention that it was she who’d practically ordered him out to dinner. Realizing that they were going to have to talk to each other through dinner, Porter searched his brain for something resembling interesting conversational topics.

Then, the oddest thing happened.

She started talking. She spoke about her family and her planet and her hobbies, and Porter found himself laughing and enjoying himself. He told her about his family and growing up with terraformers on a distant colony and his brother and joining Starfleet. He was totally engaged by this woman, and she seemed really interested in him too. Suddenly, it wasn’t a formal date where he’d try to do everything he could to be charming and attractive. Instead, it was two people getting to know each other and genuinely enjoying each other’s company.

Before he knew it, hours had passed. He walked her back to her quarters, the two of them ambling slowly from module to module reliving childhood memories and sharing dreams of the future. At times, Porter felt like he should slap himself out of this dream. Here was this incredible creature with beauty, power, and wealth, and she wanted to spend time with a lowly Starfleet engineer. What a strange, wonderful universe.

Back at her quarters, she invited him in for a drink. He stayed all night.



Porter practically ran into Counselor Miller’s office the next morning. He wasn’t even sure the counselor would be in yet, but there he was, laying on his sofa with a padd in his hand looking very content.

“Good read?” Porter said.

“Absolutely,” Miller said with a smile as he handed the padd to Porter.

“Not a lot of words in this thing,” Porter said.

“The pictures say it all, my boy,” Miller replied. “And what can I do for you this morning.”

“You are not going to believe what happened,” Porter said, taking a seat in the chair next to Miller’s couch. He quickly told Miller about Jaraan asking him out the day prior.

“You’re right. I don’t believe it,” Miller said. “But it sounds wonderful.” He closed his eyes to concentrate. “Describe her for me in detail. Every curve. Does she have a daughter? That sort of thing.”

“You need help,” Porter said.

“Hey. Around here, I am the help,” Miller said. “So what happened on this date?”

Porter gave him a run-down on the evening, stressing how much they talked and what a great feeling it was. He stopped with her asking him into her quarters.

“And what happened after that?” Miller asked interested.

“That’s none of your business,” Porter said.

“Craig, if I’m to help you, we have to have complete trust and openness.”

“The thing I don’t understand,” Porter said, ignoring Miller’s comment, “is why I could suddenly talk to her. I always tense up around women I’m attracted to.”

“But you can talk to Commander Beck. And Dr. Nelson.”

“I didn’t used to to be comfortable around Nelson, but we’re better friends now.”

“She rejected you?”

“I guess that’s one way to put it,” Porter said. “What’s that got to do with Jaraan.”

“You have a block in your brain. You see women as either the Other, meaning foreign beings that you attempt to have a romantic relationship with, or as friends, and in that respect, you can talk to them. You have to realize that there is no such division. People are people!”

“Just what you trying to say, doc?” Porter asked.

“You could talk to Jaraan because were able to relate to her as a person! She ceased to be the Other and entered the realm of friend!” Miller said, practically shouting as he rose up off the couch.

“Woah. You really get worked about this.”

“I just get aggravated with people in their thirties who haven’t figured out the basics of existence yet,” Miller said. “Just leave me alone, and next time, bring a picture of her!”

“Right. Thanks, Counselor.”

“Whatever,” Miller said, picking his padd back up.



Porter next headed to Ops to start his shift. Almost as soon as he entered the module, Commander Beck came walking out of the tiny office she’d been given.

“Morning, Lieutenant,” she said, smiling strangely.

“Uh…hi,” Porter said, moving towards his station. The ensign there looked at him oddly, but didn’t make a move to leave. “What’s going on?” Porter asked.

“You’ve got the day off,” Beck said. “Have fun.”

“What? I didn’t…”

“A benefactor has stepped in on your behalf.”

“Bradley,” Porter said. “How much is he paying you?”

“Enough,” Beck replied smiling. “Go have fun with what’s-her-name.”

“Jaraan,” Porter said, headed towards the exit. “And thank you, Commander.”

“No problem,” she said. She couldn’t help noticing the huge smile on Porter’s face. Whoever this woman was, Porter was obviously enthralled. It was nice to see. He’d been alone for almost all of the years Beck had known him. If anybody deserved something like this to happen to him, it was Craig Porter.



After a short search, Porter found Jaraan at Victoria’s waiting for him. She smiled upon seeing him approach.

“Mr. Dillon was as good as his word,” she said as Porter sat down across from her.

“He’s got his ways of getting things done,” Porter replied. “Not that I mind in this case.”

“Well, he’s gotten what he wants from me,” Jaraan said.

“You’re going to invest in the hotel?”

“Yes. Mr. Dillon occasionally comes off a bit…”

“Slimy,” Porter offered.

“Exactly. But he has excellent taste and truly desires to create something spectacular here. What did he call it? The pinnacle of luxury.”

“Can’t wait to see it. Of course, I won’t be able to afford to stay there.”

Sanders, Victoria’s owner, brought over two stouts and two shepherd’s pies. “Courtesy of the ’ouse, guv,” he said with a grin. Porter decided Sanders was just way too happy to see Porter with a woman. But that’s what he got for telling all his troubles to his bartender.

“I just love the atmosphere in here,” Jaraan said, digging into her lunch.

“Oh yeah. Just like home,” Porter replied. Over at the bar, Sanders still hadn’t wiped the smirk off of his face. No. This was worse than home. He didn’t usually have his mom and dad watching him on dates.



After lunch, Jaraan asked to see one of the holomodules…well, the one holomodule. Waystation Village only had one set up. Usually, getting time was a problem, but the schedule for that particular afternoon was strangely clear. Porter felt the hand of Bradley at work again.

“What would you like to see?” Porter said, tapping commands into the control panel.

“Your favorite program,” Jaraan replied.

“I was hoping you’d say that,” Porter said, finishing the program. Moments later, they stepped into a deep wood with trees that seemed to reach up into infinity towering above their heads.

“Is this Earth?” Jaraan asked.

“Might as well be,” Porter replied. “It’s a colony my parents terraformed. Come on.” He led her out of the wood to the edge of a vast lake. Lush green hills rose up all around the water as the sun shimmered on its surface.

“Some people like mountain views. Some like space. I always liked it here,” Porter said. “The hills surrounding me just made me feel safe and…cozy, I guess.” He pointed at a tiny hut sitting on a wooden deck stretching out over the water a little ways down the shoreline from them. “I built that when I was twelve. Dad offered to help, but I wanted to do it alone.”

“And you did,” Jaraan said. “It’s beautiful…all of it.”

“I’m glad you think so,” Porter replied.

“Very relaxing. But what do you do for fun?”

“Here?”

“On the holodeck. Surely you have fun programs.”

“Well, there’s this one,” Porter said. “Computer, run program Porter 4.”

“Program complete,” the computer replied a couple of seconds later. The outdoor vista was replaced by the cramped interior of some sort of vessel. Men sat tensely at consoles all around the room.

“We’re detecting an enemy boomer on sonar, sir,” one of the men said, turning to face Porter.

“What is this?” Jaraan asked in amazement.

“It’s called a submarine. Years ago, my people used them to travel under the oceans, mostly for military reasons. In a way, it was kind of like space travel. We’re several thousand feet underwater right now. You were pretty much all alone down here, and if something went wrong, you were in big trouble.”

“And this is fun?”

“The battle is the fun part. Two subs, operating on sensors alone, trying to outwit and destroy each other.”

“Sir!” the officer who’d spoken earlier said in alarm. “Should we act?” Porter looked at Jaraan.

“Please,” Jaraan said.

“Bring us about and match their heading,” Porter said, flying into action. “Have we got an ID yet?”

“Yes, sir. It’s the Resinski. October class. 30 tactical nukes.”

“Damn,” Porter said. “Has she spotted us?”

“I don’t think so, sir.”

“Good. Try and keep us in her backwash.” Suddenly, the ship rocked hard. Water began to seep in from the hull plates.

“We’ve been hit, sir! Attack sub snuck in behind us.”

“Damn it!” Porter said. Another blast shook the ship, flooding the compartment with water. “End program!” Porter shouted, just before he, Jaraan, and everybody else went under.

The sub and the water vanished, leaving Porter and Jaraan standing completely dry in the empty holomodule.

“I usually do a little better than that,” Porter said sheepishly.

“I would hope,” Jaraan said smiling. “But I still enjoyed it. We do not use this technology for recreation on Hytella. It presents interesting possibilities.”

“You’re Federation members; you have access.”

“I know, but my people tend to prefer to do things for real. Aren’t there things you wish you could really do?”

“Sure. I’ve been designing a ship for years now,” Porter said. “All of the plans are almost done, but I can’t see programming it into the holodeck. I want to build it myself.”

“Like the cabin.”

“Right. Just like the cabin.”

“Then you must come with me.”

“What?” Porter said.

“I am fascinated by you, Craig Porter. I wish for you to return to Hytella with me and become my drulik.”

“Drulik? Is that like husband?”

“The terms are very similar,” Jaraan said. “I could give you the resources and time to pursue whatever you wanted. You could build your ship and be with me at the same time.”

“Jaraan, this is…”

“Do not answer me now,” she said, placing her finger over his lips again, just as she had the previous evening. She then removed her finger and kissed him deeply. Finally releasing him, she moved gracefully toward the exit. Just before she left, she turned back to him and spoke.

“Think about what you want.”



“So what do you want?” Counselor Miller said.

“I don’t know anymore,” Porter said, pacing the counselor’s office. “This used to be pretty clear cut. I liked science, I liked building things, and I liked space, so I went into Starfleet. I’ve got the best job I could hope for here. I’m on the edge of uncharted territory, and I get to handle both science and engineering. Who gets to do that?”

“Not many people,” Miller said.

“Exactly. But I still have to obey orders, some of which I don’t like. And some days I don’t feel like fixing replicators or replacing power conduits.”

“You want to be your own boss.”

“Exactly. And I could do that with Jaraan. And she’s wonderful.

“What did she look like again?”

“Miller!”

“Sorry. Go on.”

“She’s great. I’ve never been with a woman like her. We can talk, and she understands me and…”

“…you’ve only known her for two days.”

“Exactly. Wow, you’re pretty good at this.”

“That’s what the degree claims, anyway,” Miller said. “But seriously, you need to decide if you are really ready to toss away years of hard work to run of with someone you barely know.”

“So you’re saying this is pretty much a no-brainer.”

“Well…how was she in bed?”

“Miller!”



“So, how was she in bed?” Russell asked, stuffing a piece of pizza into his mouth.

“Sean!” Porter said angrily.

“You know,” Russell said between chews as he considered his pizza, “they never can get this right on this station.”

“Can we get back to Jaraan?”

“Oh yeah,” Russell said after swallowing. He took another drink of the beer Porter had replicated for them as they sat in Porter’s quarters eating and discussing Porter’s future existence. “I don’t know. I might have to go for it. A life of leisure with that gorgeous thing. It’s mighty tempting.”

“Tell me about it,” Porter said.

“You talked to Beck yet?” Russell asked.

“Lisa? Hell no.”

“You might want to. She’s been through this before.”

“Being offered god-like powers is a bit different,” Porter said.

“Not really. She was thinking about leaving here to go get her perfect life. That’s what you’re talking about, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, but what do you think?”

“I think you need to see a bit more of what’s out there before you settle down.”

“You mean who’s out there.”

“Exactly.”



“So you’re seriously considering this?” Commander Beck asked. Porter had found her in her usual favorite place to eat, the Andorian restaurant. Porter had never had much of a stomach for the stuff, but they made desserts that were absolutely heavenly. He didn’t even want to know what was in the piece of pie he was shoveling down his throat, but it sure tasted good.

“I guess I am,” Porter replied.

“Well, it’s quite an offer, Craig,” Beck said. “I don’t blame you. But is this Jaraan the right woman for you?”

“Like I’ve got so many to choose between.”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” Beck said. “And don’t just grab for her because she offered.”

“It’s more than that, a lot more,” Porter said. “I’ve never been able to talk to anyone like her.”

“You talk to me,” Beck said playfully.

“Yeah, but we aren’t sleeping together,” Porter replied smiling.

“Point taken. Well, why don’t you go spend the evening with her and see how you feel about her.”



Porter went to Jaraan’s quarters that night.

The next morning he knew exactly how he felt about her.



Bradley Dillon could not believe his good fortune. In a short 48 hours, he’d managed to get Jaraan to invest, and then, with the word that Jaraan was in, several other prospective investors became definite. If you would have told him two days earlier that he’d have a Starfleet officer to thank for all this, he would have said you were crazy, but then again, it was a strange universe.

Bradley was waiting in the docking module with Jaraan. Her ship was docking at the moment. Bradley was busy spending the remaining time he had with her thanking her again for her trust in him and telling her all about the decor he’d picked out. When Porter, carrying a large duffel bag, entered the docking module followed by the rest of the Waystation command staff, Jaraan practically ran to him to get away from Bradley’s incessant blathering.

“Ah, love,” Bradley said obliviously as he watched Jaraan run into Porter’s arms. Porter grabbed onto her hand and turned to face his friends just as the airlock to the ship opened.

“Well, I guess we’ll see you around,” Beck said.

“Yeah, bye,” Russell said. The rest of the group said similar brief goodbyes, then were silent.

“I just want you guys to know that I’m going to miss you,” Porter said. “I’ll visit often.”

“Sure,” Beck said smiling. “Now get going.” Porter waved one last time and followed Jaraan into her ship. He was surprised by the terse goodbyes he’d received. Beck and the others were obviously a bit angrier about his departure than they’d initially let on.

“Let me show you to your quarters,” Jaraan said, giving his hand a loving squeeze. She led him through the narrow corridors of the small ship to a door with a keypad. She typed a code into the pad, causing the door to open. Inside, lounging around on sofas and rugs, were seven other well muscled and oiled Hytellan men wearing loin clothes.

“Woah! Who are these guys?” Porter said, clutching his duffel bag close to his body.

“These are my other druliks.”

“Your OTHER druliks!” Porter exclaimed.

“Of course.”

“But Jaraan, I thought…I mean…well…I thought it’d be just us.”

Jaraan laughed and placed her hands on the sides of Porter’s face. “You are so adorable.”

“Look, I’m a monogamous kind of guy.”

“Good. You will be with only me.”

“What about them?!?”

“They’re also only with me.”

“I can’t. I guess I’m old-fashioned or follow backwards Earth customs, but I want a relationship where it’s just me and just you,” Porter said firmly. Jaraan laughed again.

“But, Craig, you’re only one man…and a human one at that.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” Porter said, turning to go. “But I can’t be part of a harem.” Jaraan looked at him confused. “Never mind. Have a good trip back to Hytella.”

“You really will not come.”

“Not like this,” Porter said.

“Then I’m sorry, too. I truly enjoyed your company.”

“Me too. You’re very special.”

“I will come see you when I next visit.”

“It’s a date,” Porter said, forcing a smile. “Goodbye, Jaraan.”

Jaraan whirled him around, giving him one last kiss that he’d remember for a long time to come.

“Goodbye, Craig Porter.” And then, without looking back, Porter got the hell off that ship as fast as possible.

When Porter stepped out of the airlock back into the docking module, Beck, Russell and the others were still there waiting for him.

“Two minutes, forty-five seconds,” Yeoman Jones said, checking the chronometer on a padd she had in her hands.

“Ha!” Dr. Nelson exclaimed. “Pay up, losers.”

“You knew!” Porter said in shock.

“Jones did a little checking into Hytellan culture this morning,” Beck explained. “We kind of figured Jaraan would have her entourage with her.”

“You could have warned me.”

“Nah,” Russell said. “This was more fun.”

“Glad to see you still care,” Porter said.



“And so that was the end of it,” Porter said, leaning back in his chair across from Counselor Miller.

“If only it’d been a harem of young, beautiful women,” Miller said wistfully.

“Sorry. I did my best,” Porter replied.

“In any case, this experience was been very good for you. You needed this as a confidence builder.”

“Some confidence builder. She didn’t want me for me; I was just going to be part of her collection.”

“You can’t look at it like that. She still chose you, and you had some wonderful hours together,” Miller said.

“Yes, we did, but it’s over now,” Porter sat silently for a moment, thinking about the last couple of days. “Well, I’d better get going.”

“Of course, don’t let me make you late for your shift.”

“What shift?” Porter said, a broad grin spreading across his face. “I’ve got a date.”



NEXT:



Lieutenant Sean Russell comes face to face with a cosmic force determined to use him for their own dark purposes. Can he escape their control? Will he ever be able to look at a pair of luscious red lips the same way again? Find out in….
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Lieutenant Sean Russell stifled a yawn as he entered the operations module of Waystation Village. He’d spent a very unproductive morning observing a Vulcan with a criminal past who had recently arrived on the station. Unfortunately, Sesil had done little more than talk to people in the Andorian restaurant. When your biggest threat is a Vulcan with good conversational skills, you’re definitely having a slow work-day. It was almost enough to make Russell miss the chaos of Waystation before the renovations started…almost.

When he entered ops, he noticed Commander Lisa Beck and Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales huddled around Lieutenant Craig Porter’s console. If Russell had to describe the looks on their faces in two words, they would have been utter bewilderment.’

“Just the man we wanted to see,” Beck said upon spotting Russell. “Come take a look at this.”

“What’s up?” Russell asked, heading over to Porter’s console. On the display monitor was a graphic of the modules that made up Waystation Village. “So what’s the problem?”

“Somebody scheduled a delivery and didn’t tell us,” Porter said.

“What?”

“We picked up an extra module overnight,” Morales said. “We don’t have an explanation for it at the moment.”

“The construction crew…”

“We don’t have an explanation for it,” Beck said more forcefully.

“Okay,” Russell said.

“Sensor readings are completely normal,” Porter said. “It seems to be just a cargo module.”

“You’re sure the construction guys…”

“We’re sure,” Morales said. “I checked with them first.”

“And I guess they’d tell you after…never mind.”

“After what?” Beck said.

“Nothing,” Morales said, glaring at Russell. Russell didn’t see why it was still such a big secret anyway. So Morales had run into a few problems while Beck was away on vacation a few weeks ago. It was all over now, and everything had turned out fine. At least until this extra module showed up.

“So, you want me to go down there and check it out?” Russell asked.

“That’s the general idea,” Beck said. “Pull as much back-up as you think’s necessary.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Russell said, turning around and heading for the exit.



Five minutes later, Russell stood in front of the airlock leading to the mystery module with a phaser in one hand, a tricorder in the other, and no back-up anywhere in sight. He couldn’t think of any possible reason why he’d need them. The container was scanning normal and he wasn’t reading any life signs, so Russell figured it was probably just a miscount or something. Besides, cargo modules didn’t just appear. Why would they bother? They’re cargo modules. Nothing strange at all about them.

After putting his tricorder away, Russell opened the airlock and stepped inside.



“What about him?”

“Hmm…I think he’ll work. Let’s bag him!”



Porter’s eyes widened in alarm as Russell’s commbadge disappeared off of his sensors. In fact, everything inside the mystery module had vanished at the same time.

“Commander!” Porter called. Beck looked up from this month’s issue of Casual Commander to see what was wrong. “We just lost Russell.”

“What do you mean lost?”

“He was here. Now he isn’t.”

“What about the module?”

“I can’t get a firm reading inside. He’s on his own in there.”

“This is why I told him to take back-up!” Beck said. “Get down there. I’ll have a security team meet you.”

“On my way,” Porter said, grabbing his engineering kit and racing towards the exit.



Russell was alone as far as he could tell. Of course, he couldn’t see much. He was just standing in the middle of an empty room staring up at the spotlight shining down into his face.

A voice suddenly boomed out of nowhere.

“And here he is, the man with the plan. The plan in the making. And he’s making water as we speak. Seeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeean Russell!”

“Uh…hello?” Russell said tentatively.

“Hello? Is that all you’ve got to say? You’re been given an astounding opportunity here. Take advantage of it.”

“Who are you?”

“Questions. Questions. Nobody will stand and talk to empty space anymore without asking stupid questions like who are you?’ Can’t you just accept that you’re talking to me?”

“Who are you?”

“There you go again.”

“All right. What do you want from me?” Russell said.

“That’s a bit better,” the voice said. “What do we want from him, Johnny?”

“His eternal soul!” another voice said. In the background, a crowd cheered.

“Uh…” Russell said, backing up. The spotlight kept following him.

“He’s kidding,” the original voice said. “But we have chosen you for something very important.”

“Me? Why?”

“Because you’re you,” the voice replied.

“Right. Can I see you yet?”

“You really want to see me?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve been known to frighten small children and cause heart failure in the elderly.”

“I can take it,” Russell replied confidently.

“All right. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

A pair of luscious red lips about the size of an elephant appeared in front of Russell.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!” Russell screamed.

“Told ya,” the lips said.

“Wh-wh-where’s the rest of your body?” Russell stammered.

“Well, our eyes went off in a different direction. Beyond that, it’s hard to say,” the lips replied. “But that’s not really important right now.”

Russell gulped. “Then what is important?”

“Fantastic question, Sean-eroonie! I’m glad you asked. We need your help to defend the galaxy against a force like nothing you’ve ever encountered. It’s a force so powerful that not even beings as magnificent as us can defeat it alone. That’s where you come in.”

“Me?” At the edge of his hearing, Russell could just make out the pounding tones of some inspiring march tune, and it was getting louder.

“Yes you! You’re our general, our big man! You’re our number one guy!”

“Cool,” Russell said. Wow, he’d never been a general before. “What do I have to do?”

“We need followers! You’ll get them for us.”

“Uh…I don’t know. I’m not much of a leader.”

“What about all that acting you always wanted to do?” the lips asked.

“You know about that?”

“Of course, we know. You’ve dreamed about it for years. You, an audience…it’d be beautiful. Now’s your chance to make it real. Go out there and use your abilities to move people. You won’t just be entertaining them; they’ll be joining a cause! All because of you!”

“Cool,” Russell repeated. His mind wandered as the lips continued babbling. He could almost see himself, standing in front of a mass of people reciting his speech. “Friends, Vulcans, Andorians, lend me your ears…or antenna…”

“…an army of them centered here at Waystation ready and willing to give their lives to defeat the evil menace that’s approaching,” the lips said, jolting him back to reality.

“Wait. You want Waystation?”

“That’s the general idea,” the lips replied.

“Well, you know, it’s our station. The Federation’s, I mean. I don’t think they’ll just let you have it. You guys had probably just better leave.”

“So you aren’t going to help us,” the lips said sternly.

“Uh…no.”

“Oh yes you are,” the lips said, its voice tinged with menace. “You have no choice. You’re our number one guy.”

“I’m not getting you followers.”

“We know you, Sean. If you don’t do exactly as we say, we will dump you in the worst hell your mind can imagine. You’ll beg for death, but it will NEVER come. We can see to that, Sean!”

“Followers. Right. Gotcha. No problem.”

“Good.”

And in a blink Russell was deposited back outside the door to the phantom module.

“Hold your fire!” ordered Craig Porter, and the corps of security officers reluctantly put down their phasers.

Russell looked crazed; his eyes were glazed over. He shook Porter’s shoulders. “The lips are coming, Craig! The lips are coming!”



“Let’s go over this again,” Counselor Ray Miller said slowly, leaning back on his couch as Russell sat ramrod straight in the adjacent chair. “You say some giant pairs of lips are coming to take over the not-yet-constructed Waystation.”

“That’s right,” Russell said earnestly. “We’ve got to stop them!”

“And you wonder why Commander Beck sent you to me?”

“I’m not insane, Counselor. That’s what I saw.”

“I don’t doubt it. I’m just trying to help you understand your…vision. Let’s start by describing these lips…were they attached to a body? And if so, what is a beautiful body? Young? Firm? I want details, man.”

“There was NO body, Counselor,” Russell said. “This is ridiculous. I shouldn’t even be here. I have to go get them followers, or they’re going to send me to my own personal hell.”

“The lips?”

“Yes, that’s right!”

“The luscious chubby lips.”

“They weren’t chubby.”

“Thin? Glistening with lipstick perhaps? A rouge, or perhaps pink?”

“Just plain red!” Russell said, clearly agitated.

“Calm down, Sean, there’s no reason to get upset.”

“That’s easy for you to say. They aren’t threatening you.”

“Mmmm…threatening lips. Did a giant tongue ever emerge and lick them, spreading moisture across them oh so gently…time’s up!” Miller exclaimed, rushing towards the door.

“Where are you going?” Russell demanded. “I don’t feel better yet!”

“Trust me, Mr. Russell, everything is fine,” Miller said distractedly. “Just return to your post and meditate on what’s happened or something. Try to make sense of it, and come back to me when you’ve figured it all out.”

“Okay, sure.” Russell stood.

“And if I’m not here, odds are you can find me at Snargvar’s News and Books. Gotta go.” And then Miller was gone.



Commander Beck studied the science report on her desk. “So no trace of the so-called phantom module?”

Lt. Porter leaned back in his chair opposite Beck, bumping his head against the bulkhead behind him. Damn her office was small.

“None whatsoever. Sensor recordings from the time index during which the module was supposedly there show nothing. It’s as if it never existed.”

“Damn peculiar.”

“Yep. And Sean is not acting himself.”

“Which may be an improvement.”

“He saw something very disturbing over in that module, Commander. I think he’s the key to finding out what’s really going on here.”

Beck swiveled in her chair. “So you believe the pair of lips theory, then.”

“I believe someone, or something, is trying to use Sean.”

“Not very picky, are they?”

“I guess not. I can’t imagine him drumming up scores of loyal followers…but it’ll sure be fun to watch him try.”

“And beyond that,” Beck said. “I don’t see what else we can do but wait and see if these lips’ show themselves again.”

“If it is a new race that wants to live on the station, we’re going to have to have Nendegar’s Secret stock up on extra lipliner.”

“Har har.”



That night, Russell tossed and turned in bed, unable to get to sleep. When he finally did drift off, he ended up somewhere that really made him wish that he’d stayed awake.

“Hello again, pally. Didn’t want you to think that we weren’t real or something,” the giant pair of lips said as it floated across Russell’s vacant dreamscape. “And put some clothes on!”

Russell looked down. He was standing completely naked, all alone except for the lips. A vast, empty desert landscape stretched away from him in all directions. Above him, clouds raced by at a breakneck pace.

“Leave me alone!” Russell shouted, willing clothes onto his body. He just felt more confident facing the lips in uniform.

“Who said you could get dressed?” the lips said. In a flash, Russell was naked again. “You’re not the one in control here. We are. If we want you naked, you’re naked. If we want you dead, you die. Got it.”

“Then just kill me and get it over with,” Russell said, presenting a bravado that he didn’t really feel.

“Oh no. You’ve got work to do for us. Followers. We need followers. And if you refuse, you’ll beg for death.”

“But I won’t get it. I know. You told me this before,” Russell said.

“You don’t sound impressed,” the lips said. “Maybe a demonstration will help.”

“What sort of…” Before Russell could finish, the lips were gone. He was in a giant room surrounded by thousands of women.

Was this supposed to bother him?

Then the faces became clear. One face really, just thousands of her.

Laurie Mitchell. His girlfriend of two weeks when he was sixteen.

All of her opened their mouths to speak.

“Oh God!” Russell said. “Don’t let her talk!”

But the lips showed no mercy. Laurie Mitchell’s squeaky, whiny, wail of a voice echoed through the chamber, amplified thousands of times by the sheer number of her present in the room.

“BUUUUUUUUUUT SEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEAAAAAAANNN!”

“NOOOOOOOO!” Sean screamed, trying in vain to cover his ears.

“SEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEAAAAAAANNN!”

Russell sank to his knees, screaming in torment.

“Make her stop! You win! I’ll do anything! PLEASE!! HELP ME!!!!!”

And then all was silent.

The Lauries were gone, replaced by the hovering lips. “We expect you to be hard at work tomorrow morning.”

“Yes,” Russell said, his voice that of a broken man.

“Great! Now go get some sleep. You look exhausted.”



Russell entered the module housing the Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet Andorian restaurant early the next morning. Considering all the time that the restaurant had been open, Russell couldn’t think of one time someone had called it by its proper name. Russell wasn’t even sure he could pronounce its proper name. He’d been told at one point that it translated roughly to “House of Eternal Torture, Gastrointestinal Punishment, and Pancakes” but he couldn’t be sure. Actually, he didn’t really want to know. The food looked gross enough; he didn’t even want to think about eating it. Commander Beck always told him that he didn’t know what he was missing.

As Russell arrived, one lucky diner was being carted out on a hover-stretcher, clutching her stomach and moaning.

If that’s what he was missing, he was sure he could do without it.

“Table for one?” Baughb, the restaurant’s head waiter asked as Russell watched the poor woman being carted away.

“What?…oh…uh, no. I’m fine,” Russell said. “I need to make an announcement. Is there some place I could talk?” Baughb gave Russell a puzzled stare, then looked around the restaurant.

“How about the Mishtak pit over there?” Baughb said, pointing to a ring of dirt near the front wall of the restaurant. “It’s not being used.” Russell detected something sinister about the way Baughb said those last words, but shrugged the feeling off.

“Sure,” Russell said. “Thanks.” He headed over to the pit, trying to pull his speech together in his mind. It’s just like acting, he kept telling himself. Just like acting.

“Ladies and gentlemen…and whatever that green blobby thing over at the corner table happens to be, I’ve come to you today with pressing news!”

“Hey, we’re trying to eat here,” one of the Zenedron construction workers there for the renovations shouted.

“We are all facing a great danger from an evil force,” Russell continued.

“What force?” another voice shouted.

“Uh…I don’t know. But it’s evil. I have been warned, and now I’m here to warn you.”

“Who warned you?” a third voice demanded.

“Some giant lips,” Russell said.

“Lips! Oh, give me a karfeltz!”

“I mean it!” Russell shouted. “We must all join with the lips, or we’ll be destroyed!” Or I’ll be destroyed at least, Russell thought to himself humorlessly.

“Look, bub,” the construction worker said, getting up from his chair and stalking over to Russell. “I said we’re trying to eat! Go spread your crackpot news someplace else.”

“Sit down and let me finish talking,” Russell replied, standing toe to toe with the worker. “Once I’m done, I’ll leave.”

“You’re done now,” the worker said, then lunged. Russell, expecting the attack, dodged sideways and slammed the worker in the back of the head with his fists. The two men soon fell into the pit, raising a cloud of dirt as they battled.

“Look, we have Mishtak!” Baughb said excitedly to his boss, Ih’mad.

“I keep telling you, only paying customers are eligible for Mishtak. The Starfleet human did not buy anything.”

“Then what is this?” Baughb asked.

“A floor show,” Ih’mad replied. “Turn up the music.”



“Well, that was a spectacular failure.”

“He’ll get better…once he regains consciousness.”



Russell woke up in the sickbay module with a tremendous pain in his head and a roaring feeling in his stomach like nothing he’d ever experienced.

“Unnnh.”

“Don’t move,” Dr. Nelson’s voice ordered. She entered his field of vision carrying a hypospray, which she pressed into the side of his neck.

“Wha…”

“You got the crap beat out of you.”

“But I was winning that fight,” Russell protested weakly.

“Sure, until his six friends show up and used you as a garbage disposal,” Nelson replied. “Ih’mad said they stuffed half the breakfast buffet down your throat. I had to pump your stomach eight times. On the upside, you now have the cleanest innards in the quadrant.”

“Yea me,” Russell said.

“GET TO WORK!” the lips’ voice boomed in his head.

“Right away!” Russell said, pulling himself up.

“What are you doing?” Nelson said angrily.

“We need followers. Have you heard about the lips?”

“Don’t make me beat you up again.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Russell said, stumbling towards the door.

“I’ll keep a biobed free for you. I have a feeling you’ll be back.”

Russell smiled weakly and charged out into Waystation Village to spread the word of the lips.



Russell stepped into the ops module, and immediately everyone there turned away from him, attempting to look busy. Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales, Waystation’s first officer, was left standing alone in the center of the command area. He looked around frantically for somewhere to run.

“Commander,” Russell said, racing over. “I really need you to listen to me.”

“Uh…I really need to…be in command right now,” Morales said. “Can we talk later?”

“Really?”

“Well, no. I don’t want to hear about the lips, Lieutenant. I’m sorry. I could order a psych evaluation for you, though.”

“That’s okay,” Russell said. “I’ll talk to someone else.” The others in ops buried their heads deeper in their work. With nowhere else to go, Russell rang the door chime on Beck’s office.

“Come in,” her voice called. He stepped inside, remembering to duck to avoid the exposed pipe running right at head level.

“Commander, could I…”

The scowl on Beck’s face said it all.

“Right. Sorry. Don’t know what I was thinking,” Russell said, backing out of the office.



“This is harder than I thought it’d be,” Russell said later that evening as he and Porter sat in Victoria’s pub discussing the situation. “I mean, how tough is it to get loyal followers?”

“Nothing to it,” Porter replied. “I pick up five or six everyday. I can’t walk through the mall without someone begging to follow me around.”

“Oh yes. Sarcasm will help me now.”

“You really think these lips will come after you?”

Russell shuddered. “They already have. And if that was only a preview, I don’t want to see the feature presentation.”

“Maybe you should go get some tips from Sesil. He’s already got enough people to qualify for official cult status under Federation law. We now have to provide meeting facilities for the Starshine Way. And if they commit mass-suicide or something, we’re obligated to clean up the mess.”

“Lucky him.”

“Yeah. We had to close down Spoink’s comedy club, but the other Vulcans didn’t seem to be enjoying it anyway…I guess. Hard to tell with those guys. Spoink didn’t seem to mind too much, though. He’s joined up with Sesil.”

“Is this supposed to be making me feel better?” Russell said.

“Just making conversation.”



Across the room, seated at another table, Bradley Dillon was having dinner with Leximas, the mystical alien who had taken up residence on Waystation shortly after its completion. Now she, like everyone else, had been herded into the modules of Waystation Village while the Renovations took place. Overall, the experience had made her wonder why her mind-guide had led her here in the first place. It was a puzzling question, but one that she was sure would be resolved in time.

“I’m glad you agreed to join me,” Bradley said from across the table. “I haven’t seen much of you since my windfall. I thought you might be avoiding me.”

“We have simply been in different places at different times,” Leximas replied. “And you have been very busy. Beyond that I find your material wealth to be…immaterial.”

“That’s why I’ve missed spending time with you. Unlike the people I have crowding around me now, you don’t care about my money. You like me for me.”

“If like is the proper word for it,” Leximas replied. “I find you intriguing, and you have generally shown me kindness. I…enjoy our time together.”

“Sounds like like to me,” Bradley replied, taking a drink of his black and tan.



“How much time did the lips give you?” Porter asked.

“I don’t know. They didn’t say.”

“Great. Maybe they don’t understand time or something. You might not ever have to worry about this.”

“We understand time perfectly…AND YOU’RE WASTING IT!” the lips boomed in Sean’s head.



Leximas felt a great disturbance in her mind, causing her to almost blackout. Bradley’s hands quickly steadied her before she could collapse onto the table.

“Are you all right?” he asked in alarm.

“Something is very wrong,” Leximas said.

“Oh hell. The last time you talked like that, Karyna showed up and almost killed us all.”



“Uh…Craig, I’d better go,” Russell said, still mentally reeling from the lips’ shouting in his mind.

“Are you all right?”

“Fine,” Russell said. “It’s just been a long day.” He got up and rushed out of the bar, the word “followers” chanting over and over in his mind. The lips were growing impatient. He had to do something and fast, but what?

Then, an idea.

A bad idea.

But it was all he had at the moment.

Gathering his wits together as best he could, Russell began the long journey through the modules to the lower reaches of Waystation Village.



Leximas watched Lieutenant Russell suddenly leap up and race out of Victoria’s. Focusing in on him, she could sense that he was at the center of whatever was going on.

“I must go,” Leximas said, rising from her chair. “We will have to continue eating later.”

“Absolutely,” Bradley replied concerned. “If something’s going to destroy the station, try and give me some advanced warning. I have assets to protect.”

“Of course,” Leximas said flatly. She moved over to the table Russell had just vacated where Lieutenant Porter still sat looking confused.

“May I speak to you for a moment, Lieutenant?” Leximas asked.

“Sure thing,” Porter replied with a smile. “I don’t get nearly enough serenity in my day.”

“I take it that was an attempt at a compliment.”

“Uh…yeah.”

“Then, I will take it as such. I need to speak to you about Lieutenant Russell.”

“What about him?”

“I sense that he is facing a great evil.”

“The lips?”

“I do not understand.”

“We detected an extra module yesterday; it turned out to be some sort of anomaly. We still really don’t know. Anyway, we sent Sean down there to look at it, and he came back babbling about having to get followers for some giant lips.”

“And what is being done about this?” Leximas asked.

“What’s to do? We don’t have any proof the lips exist. We aren’t about to pledge our allegiance to some things that may be figments of Sean’s imagination. Basically, we’re just going to wait and see what happens.”

“And that may lead to all of our dooms,” Leximas said, rising from the table. “I will attempt to intervene.”

“Tell the lips I said hi,” Porter said.

Leximas ignored him and glided out of the pub.



Russell entered the module that had, until recently, held Spoink’s Logical Laughter Cabaret with a bit of trepidation. Okay, it was a lot of trepidation. In a way, the whole thing was almost funny. A couple of weeks ago, when Sesil arrived on the station, Russell had been the one with the upper hand. Now Russell was going to Sesil for help.

He would have felt a heck of a lot better about it if this trip somehow fit into his official duties as chief of station security. As it was, he was going down there simply as Sean Russell, spokesman for some giant lips. But then, Sesil’s group seemed a bit weird, too. What the hell was a Starshine Way anyway? His followers just seemed to walk around with this glazed smile plastered across their faces. But then, who better to believe in the lips than a bunch of weirdos?

Russell could hear singing before he even fully entered the room.



It’ll be a bright, bright Starshiney Day!



Oh boy. Russell was now more convinced than ever that he didn’t want to do this, but he forced himself inside.

Sesil and friends had moved out the chairs and tables in the club when they converted it to their meeting place. Instead, the white robed members sat in circles on the floor. One set of Starshine Wayers made up the outside circle, another group sat inside that circle, forming a smaller circle of their own, and finally Sesil sat in the middle. On the cabaret stage had been placed a small, simple table with a white sphere, about a foot in diameter, on it that pulsated brightly.

As the group members spotted Russell, their singing dropped off. Sesil turned to face the intruder.

“Have you come on business, Lieutenant?” Sesil said placidly.

“Nothing official,” Russell replied nervously.

“Then please join us, gentle soul.”

“Uh…thanks.” Two Starshine Wayers shifted their positions, giving Russell a place to sit in the outer circle.

“Think nothing of it,” Sesil said. “We welcome all those with troubled hearts. And I see you are very troubled. Have you come for assistance?”

“In a way,” Russell said.

“Talk to the fold. We can help,” Sesil said with a warm smile that immediately set Russell at ease. The Starshine Wayers sitting on either side of Russell placed their hands on his shoulders.

“We can help,” the group said in unison. And they were certainly a varied group. Russell saw several Zenedron Construction workers, Spoink, an Orion, one of the Andorian cooks from Ih’mad’s restaurant, a few marines, and a couple of the Starfleet crew.

“Do you guys know about the lips?” Russell began hesitantly.

“Enlighten us,” Sesil replied.

“The lips came to me. They said a great evil is heading our way. We have to join them and make preparations for the evil’s arrival. Otherwise, we’ll be destroyed.”

“There are many evils that block the way to inner peace,” Sesil said. Russell nodded. The scary thing was, in some ways, this guy sounded like Leximas, only she didn’t try to convert followers.

“I think they were talking about more of a kill everyone in sight’ sort of evil. The lips can save us if we help them.”

“Then the lips and I have the same goal,” Sesil said. “I too wish to save us, save us from our own troubled hearts. Once those troubles have been conquered by the shining stars, we will be the most powerful force in the galaxy. The Starshine Way is the way to salvation.”

“So, you guys don’t want to join up with the lips?”

“Perhaps, but we will need to see more. Please step over to my sphere.”

“The glow ball?” Russell said, eyeing the pulsating globe.

“Yes,” Sesil said, standing and walking over to Russell. He helped Russell to his feet and led him to the sphere. “All you have to do is look into it deeply, and it will look deeply into you. If these lips exist, the sphere will find them.”

“Can it get them out of my head?”

“The Starshine Way will bring you tranquillity. Look into the sphere, troubled soul,” Sesil said, pointing Russell’s face at the light…and Russell was mesmerized. His body stood transfixed as the sphere’s effects invaded his mind.

And suddenly he was in a deep forest; he knew these trees. They were the redwoods that grew in the woods behind his family home in California. Russell had never had a lot of interest in the trees, or nature for that matter, especially after he got lost in this forest once as a child. Now here he was, back in the woods that felt familiar yet ominous. He was lost again.

“I can help you get out,” Sesil’s voice said from behind him. Russell turned and saw the white-robed Vulcan standing serenely a few feet away from him. Sesil’s body seemed to positively glow with a beautiful energy all of its own. “You must follow the Starshine Way to find your path home.”

“Follow the Starshine Way,” Russell repeated numbly.

“STOP THAT!” the voice of the lips bellowed. Russell looked up in surprise as the sunny sky above the forest darkened and a great rumbling was heard across the land. Leaves and dirt blew upwards as if being pulled off the Earth. Soon, the lips, larger than Russell had ever seen them, loomed overhead, sucking trees right out of the ground like some giant vacuum cleaner.

The image of Sesil was unperturbed. “You need the feel the comfort of the Starshine Way. Let me bring you from this darkness.”

“Can the Starshine Way fight that?” Russell demanded, pointing up at the lips.

“No power can withstand the Starshine Way.”

“Don’t listen to him,” the lips ordered. “He’s just a deluded mortal. We are your masters.”

“But the Starshine Way sounds much nicer,” Russell said. “And they can protect me.”

“No, they can’t.”

“Yes, we can,” Sesil said.

“Can’t.”

“Can.”

“Can’t!”

“Can!”

“I won’t have to shave my head or do anything silly like that, will I?” Russell asked Sesil.

“Of course not,” Sesil said. “Such bodily modifications are meaningless to finding the path.”

“Lip guys, I think I’m going to have to go with the Vulcan.”

“You will not. You’re ours.”

“Ours,” Sesil said.

“His own,” a female voice said, breaking into the argument. Leximas materialized in the woods near Russell. “I have come to get you out of here.”

“Who are you?” the lips demanded. They didn’t recognize her, and she was radiating power that almost frightened them.

“How did you get here?” Sesil said.

“Neither of those questions are important.” Leximas turned to Russell. “You must drive both of these forces out of your mind if you are to be free. I can help you.”

“I don’t have to join your cult, do I?” Russell said. At this point, his mind was bordering on a dazed delirium. Reality and illusion had ceased to have any meaning. He was ceasing to have any meaning. If Leximas didn’t act fast, his entire identity could slip away, leaving him a mindless automaton under the control of one or the other of these groups.

“Just concentrate on me.”

“You.” Russell said weakly. Leximas grabbed his hands and clenched them tightly.

“You must win this fight. I can fortify your mind, but you must wage the battle. You must lay claim to who you are.” Leximas closed her eyes, and suddenly Russell felt a rush of power go through him. The bits of himself the lips had practically beaten into submission reasserted their authority.

“I AM ME!” Russell screamed.

“Obviously,” the lips said. “That doesn’t change the fact that you work for us.”

“Yes, it does,” Russell said. “Get out of my mind!” He turned on Sesil. “Same to you! I’m not joining your weirdo cult!”

“There’s nothing weird about the Starshine Way.”

“Can it, psycho,” Russell said. He focused his thoughts on Sesil, willing him to vanish. Suddenly, the ground beneath Sesil opened, swallowing him up whole.

“You’re next,” Russell said, turning back to the lips and focusing. The skies began to darken even more as the clouds churned, spinning faster and faster until they formed a vortex above the lips.

“You can’t do this to us! We’re omnipotent!” the lips shouted.

“Not in my mind, you aren’t,” Russell said.

“Oh, this sucks!” the lips screamed, just as they were pulled up into the cloud vortex and out of Russell’s mind.

A moment later, all was quiet and still. Leximas opened her eyes.

“You did well,” she said.

“Thanks,” Russell replied. “You saved me.”

“I only provided resources. You did the work,” Leximas said. “But now I must leave your consciousness. This is not the sort of activity I engage in very often. Far too invasive.”

“I needed it.”

“And now your mind is stronger than it has ever been. You will no longer find yourself susceptible to these sorts of intrusions.”

“I can deal with that,” Russell said.

“Farewell.” And then she faded from view.

And then Russell was back in the Starshine Way temple, staring at the sphere. He blinked his dry eyes and pulled himself away.

“Has the sphere shown you the way?” Sesil asked.

“Weren’t you there?” Russell replied.

“Oh no. The sphere acts as my representative. Quite a remarkable device, don’t you think? I built it myself.”

“Spiffy,” Russell said. “I’d better run.” Sesil looked at him confused.

“But you looked at the sphere. Don’t you want to join the Starshine Way?”

“Nah. Not my sort of thing,” Russell said as he walked to the exit. “Have fun, folks.”

“Hmm…guess I need to get my sphere checked,” Sesil said.



Leximas opened her eyes, letting the soft glow of the candles surrounding her floating body soothe her. The stress of interjecting herself into Russell’s mind had been great, but the process was necessary. Now, she just needed time to rejuvenate and meditate on the events that had just transpired. These entities that attempted to take over Russell’s soul would not be dissuaded so easily. They were still present, but residing in another plane. They would come again, and Leximas feared she was the only force on the station that had any hope of doing something about it.



“That was a disaster!”

“I’m sorry. I’m new at this take over the galaxy’ stuff.”

“Well, Russell’s gone. I can’t even re-establish contact. We’re going to have to deal with that strange woman.”

“We will, and I think I’ve found our solution.”



Sesil normally slept peacefully, but tonight he found himself floating in violent swirling mists that clouded his path. Gradually, the mists cleared, and he found himself face to face with a giant pair of lips.

“Evening, Sesil.”

“Hello,” Sesil replied nervously. “Who are you?”

“We’re the end of the Way,” the lips said. “Congratulations, Sesil. You’ve done it.”

“I have?” Sesil said excitedly. “Wow!”

“This is a remarkable achievement. But we shall reward you by allowing you to help us spread Starshine throughout the galaxy.”

“Great! That’s what I wanted to do anyway,” Sesil replied.

“Very good, Sesil. And now you shall know us by our true name. We are THE CRITICS!”

“The what?” Sesil said doubtfully.

“Do you want us to take back your achievement of the Way?”

“Uh…no.”

“Then shut up!”

“Yes, your lipiness.”

“Critics will do fine.”

“Yes, Critics.”

“Good. Now then, since you have found the Way, you and your followers are hereby promoted to full-fledged Starshine Kids!”

“Funny, I don’t feel any different,” Sesil said. The Critics reached into Sesil’s mind, tweaking the exact point to send a mental orgasm rushing through his body.

“Woah! I like enlightenment!” Sesil exclaimed.

“We knew you would.”

“Okay. We’re the Starshine Kids, but do I get to keep my sphere?”

“Most definitely. And we’re going to help you improve it.”

“Thank you, oh wonderful Critics!”

“But first…”

“Yes,” Sesil said expectantly.

“You all must shave your heads!”

“Shave! Why?”

“It’s a sign of enlightenment. Go with us on this.”

“Yes, Critics,” Sesil said glumly.

“Don’t worry, you’ll get to like it.” The Critics tweaked Sesil’s brain again.

“Bald is good!” Sesil shouted.

“There you go. We will be in contact, Sesil. You are our chosen vessel. Hey, that rhymed. Sesil the vessel. Our vessel, Sesil.”

And gradually, the Critics floated away.



“That head-shaving thing was just mean.”

“I know! I loved it!”

“So what’s the next step?”

“We prepare Sesil and his little group for the proper time, which will be coming soon. Very soon we will be rid of that strange, silver-eyed woman. And when that happens, this station and all of its inhabitants will be ours! HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

“Was that funny?”

“Just laugh maniacally, you moron.”

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

“Have we laughed enough now?”

“Shut up.”

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”



AND NEXT TIME:



An unholy alliance between the Critics and the Starshine Kids spells big trouble for Leximas and the rest of Waystation just as the renovations near completion. All of the dominos are in place; it’s just time to watch them fall in…
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Once again, Leximas awoke with a feeling of unease. It was a sensation that had grown steadily in the three weeks since she first became aware of the lip-like entities that had taken an interest in Waystation. Thus far nothing really overt had happened, but she could still feel them. They were out there, waiting and growing stronger. The moment of crisis was approaching rapidly.



“Station log. Stardate 51972.4. They say that all good things must come to an end, but Hell is eternal. Okay, so I added that last part. Anyway, we’re finally about to be released from our Hell. Waystation, Version II, the new and improved model, is now sitting a few hundred kilometers away complete and waiting for its new occupants. Mainly us. The only problem is we have to go through a bunch of Federation pomp and circumstance before they’ll let us on board. We’re expecting the Starship Orleans to arrive in about four hours with a small delegation of dignitaries, including Admiral Thomas Wagner, the charming man I have to thank or blame for being stationed out here, and the Vice-President of the entire Federation. I’ll be giving them, along with Yeoman Jones and Bradley Dillon, who invited himself along, a tour of the new facilities then tomorrow, we’ll finally hold the Opening Ceremony, so we can get out of these damn cargo modules.”

“I don’t know,” Lieutenant Craig Porter said once Commander Lisa Beck had finished recording her log. “I’m going to kind of miss this place. The claustrophobia, bonking my head once a day, no turbolifts; it’s been great.”

“A thrill and a half,” Beck replied. “I’m going to be so sad to not room next to Dr. Nelson anymore. I was getting used to hearing Bracktian heavy metal at two in the morning.”

“I just want to have some weapons systems back,” Lieutenant Sean Russell, Waystation’s security chief, said.

“Still paranoid about those lips, huh?” Porter said.

“We all need some space and time to relax,” Beck said. “And speaking of relaxing, I have an appointment in the holomodule. You have ops, Porter.”

“Have fun, Commander. We’ll let you know when the brass arrives.”

“Do you have to?”

“Afraid so.”

“Damn.”



Sesil smiled warmly down at his followers that had gathered in the Starshine Kids temple as he stood on the stage next to his ever-present pulsating white sphere. Of course, this was Version II of the sphere, the new and improved model that the Critics had helped him complete.

And the results had been dramatic. In three short weeks, the ranks of the Starshine Kids had almost doubled. Sitting out on the floor in front of the stage were fifty, gloriously bald devotees. Just as the Critics had ordered, Sesil had gathered people from all over the station. The ranks of the Starshine Kids now contained not only civilians, but several Starfleet crewmembers, Federation Marines, and Zenedron construction workers. Also, most importantly, two of the staff of the Andorian restaurant. Sesil wasn’t sure yet why the Critics felt they were the most important, but he knew all would be explained.

Right here, right now, they gathered waiting for the appearance of their masters, The Critics. And they sang, signaling their readiness to receive the wisdom of the lips.



Good morning, Starshine!



“And a good morning to you all,” a voice boomed. Slowly, a giant pair of lips materialized in the air above the Starshine Kids. And the lips spoke. “The great day of our ascendance has come!”



The disturbance Leximas felt totally destroyed her concentration, sending several candles and her own body falling to the floor of the meditation alcove she’d set up in her private module.

The presence had entered this plane again. It was here and very strong. She had to determine its location and what vessel it was using this time.

Leximas picked herself up off the floor and moved determinedly out of her module into the next one, which the marines used as a meeting center.

Colonel Martin Lazlo was in the middle of a loud lecture when Leximas glided in. He was already furious since seven of his marines hadn’t shown up for training exercises, but Leximas’ unwanted interruption just pushed him over the edge.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING IN HERE?” he bellowed. Leximas ignored him, and continued walking through to the junction tube that would allow her to descend to the next level of modules.

“Hey! I’m yelling at you, freak!” Lazlo continued. Leximas exited the module as silently as she had come.

“I guess she didn’t feel like talking,” Lazlo’s second-in-command, Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal said.

“DID I ASK YOU?”

“No, sir. Sorry, sir. Sorry.”

“Shut up!”

“Sorry.”



Leximas followed the urging of her mind guide and the growing presence in her own mind down to the lower levels of the station, through the docking module and Counselor Miller’s offices to the module now occupied by a sect on the station called the Starshine Kids.

Other than briefly seeing a virtual version of Sesil, the group’s leader, while helping Lieutenant Russell free himself of the influence of the lip entities, Leximas had had little contact with the Starshine Kids. From what she knew, they supposedly held the same ideals about enlightenment and inner peace that she did; however, she felt Sesil’s recruitment techniques bordered on brainwashing. How many people would willingly shave their heads?

Now, the possibility that the Starshine Kids and Sesil were being controlled by the lips presented itself. If that were so, the possible danger to Waystation had become even greater.

Cautiously, she looked inside the main hall of the Starshine Kids temple. They were in the middle of some sort of ceremony, but the Starshine Kids themselves were not what had Leximas’ attention. Instead, she focused on the giant pair of lips hovering over the assembly.

“All glory to the Critics,” Sesil said solemnly.

“To the Critics,” the group repeated.

“Yea us!” the lips said.

Leximas sped away to find Commander Beck. While before the commander could do nothing about the lips, now that there was a physical dimension of the problem to deal with, namely the Starshine Kids, Beck could take action.

She located Commander Beck in the holomodule. Normally, Leximas would politely wait for the program running to end, but she felt the urgency of this matter warranted more aggressive steps.

Entering the holomodule, she found herself outdoors at night in a vast field of rusty metal objects. The location was unusual to say the least; however, as Bradley Dillon had more than proved to her, humans found unusual places relaxing.

She soon spotted Commander Beck crouched anxiously behind one of the metal hulks peering out into the darkness. Not wishing to disturb Beck’s concentration, Leximas glided over silently behind her, coming within inches of the human woman. Beck did not notice her approach.

“Commander…” Leximas said.

“Sh**!” Beck screamed, whirling around and raising a long metal object she had gripped in her right hand into the air. Realizing it was Leximas, Beck let out a gasp of relief and slumped back against the metal hulk. “Don’t ever do that again. You scared the hell out of me.”

“I am sorry.” Leximas examined Beck. The commander seemed to be quite battered and bruised, and she had a long, bleeding gash stretching down her left arm.

“What are you doing here?” Beck asked.

“I have a matter of great urgency that we must discuss,” Leximas said. She looked at her surroundings again. “But where is here?”

“Something called a junkyard,” Beck said. “Humans used to send their modes of transportation to places like this when they didn’t work anymore.”

“And why then are you here?”

“We’re hiding,” Beck said.

“We?”

“Dr. Nelson is up in that crane over there,” Beck said, pointing to another large metal object. This one had a large projection that stretched above their heads to which another of the metal hulks was attached.

“I see,” Leximas said. “I was under the impression that you and the doctor were not getting along.”

“We found a common interest,” Beck explained. “We’re bonding.”

“In a dark junkyard at night.”

“It’s a game,” Beck said. “Halloween 36: Termination Station. See, a mad scientist in the future built an android with the personality of a psychotic serial killer named Michael Myers, which he sends back to 20th century Earth to kill the woman who will somehow come forward in time and marry his son, thus ending a long line of mad scientists.”

Leximas stared at Beck blankly, her silver eyes glinting in the moonlight. Beck’s expression suddenly tensed.

“Here he comes,” she said softly, pulling Leximas behind the non- functioning Earth vehicle. In the distance, Leximas could see a male figure with a large butcher knife stalking steadily towards them, his face was white and completely expressionless due to a mask that he wore.

“This is the robot attempting to kill you?”

“Yep,” Beck said. “But don’t worry. We’ve got it covered…I hope.”

“About what I needed to discuss…”

“Just give me one minute,” Beck said, watching Myers’ approach. “Come on, buddy. Just a little farther…”

“NOW!” she suddenly screamed at the top of her lungs, managing to startle even the normally placid Leximas. The metal object hanging from the crane plummeted to the ground, smashing down right on top of Myers and crushing him.

“Did we get him?” Dr. Amedon Nelson asked, running over from the crane. She looked equally battered and bloody.

“Direct hit,” Beck said.

“When’d she get here?” Nelson asked, pointing at Leximas.

“Couple seconds ago. Don’t worry about it.”

“Is the game over?” Leximas asked.

“We weren’t really playing the game,” Nelson said.

“You weren’t,” Leximas said flatly. This was starting to try her almost inexhaustible patience.

“In the game, you’re supposed to stay away from Myers, find his time pod and go to the future,” Beck explained.

“We solved it in about ten minutes,” Nelson said. “Boring. So we turned the holomodule safeties off and decided to see if we could kill Myers. Much more exciting.”

“If that is how you define exciting,” Leximas said. “Although, I do not understand how getting sliced up could be exciting.”

“Gets the adrenaline pumping,” Beck said. “We had a couple of close calls.”

“As your cuts attest. Now then, I am here about a matter of great urgency.”

“I’m all ears,” Beck said.

“The lips have returned. We must prepare.”

“What? Those things Russell was babbling about a couple of weeks ago?” Nelson said.

“That was far more than babble, Doctor,” Leximas said. “The lips are an entity called the Critics. I cannot say for sure what they are planning, but I sense malevolence.”

“I’m sorry, Leximas, but I don’t know what I can do about it,” Beck said. “Porter’s run every scan in the book and can’t find a thing. Until we get something concrete…”

“The Critics now control the Starshine Kids. Does that not worry you?”

“The Starshine Kids alone worry me,” Nelson said. “Do you realize they now make up a fifth of the population of Waystation Village. Once we get moved into the real station and thousands of people take residence, I won’t care. But right now, the fifty of those weirdos scare me.”

“And you say these Critics now control them?” Beck said.

“That appears to be the unfortunate reality,” Leximas said.

“Oh hell,” Beck said softly, looking past Leximas towards the smashed pile of metal. Michael Myers slowly pulled himself out of it and started towards Beck again.

“You got any more great ideas?” Nelson said fearfully.

“Fresh out,” Beck said, backing up.

“We have not finished discussing the Critics,” Leximas said, unconcerned about the approaching robotic killer.

“Later,” Beck said.

“You said the car would work!” Nelson said.

“I thought it would!”

“Well, you were wrong!”

“I KNOW!”

“This is all rather tiring,” Leximas said. Myers was now right behind her. She turned, facing the killer, her silver eyes staring deeply into his black ones.

“Lexi, run!” Beck said.

“That will not be necessary,” Leximas said. Myers raised his knife into the air to strike…then vanished. Leximas turned back to Beck and Nelson. “Now then, you will address this situation?”

“Uh…right,” Beck said, looking all around for any trace of Myers. “Well, I’ll send Russell and some security down to talk to the Kids. Other than that, I’m afraid there’s not a lot I can do.”

“Thank you,” Leximas said. “I will proceed on my own.”

“Sure thing,” Beck said. Leximas summoned the exit, then left the holomodule.

“You too hurt to keep going?” Nelson asked.

“It’s only a flesh wound,” Beck said, putting pressure on the slice in her arm. “Let’s go.”

“Computer, locate Michael Myers character,” Nelson said.

“Michael Myers is not in this program,” the computer replied.

“Computer, reinitialize Michael Myers character,” Beck said.

“Unable to comply. There is no Michael Myers character stored in memory.” Beck and Nelson looked at each other.

“She’s good,” Nelson said.



Sesil, at the bidding of the Critics, ended the Starshine Kids service for the day and set about assigning his followers their roles in the drama to come. Finally, only he and the Andorians from the restaurant remained.

“And you are sure everything is on schedule for today?” the lips said.

“Yes, Critics,” the Andorians replied with a bow.

“Excellent, as the other Kids complete their assigned tasks, they will meet you to begin the next step.”

“Of course, Critics.” The Andorians bowed again and hurried off.

“You have done well, Sesil,” the lips said.

“Thank you. It is all in the name of Starshine.”

“Right. Sure. You just remember to keep focused on the goal. You’re our Number One Guy!”

“I’m the Number One Guy,” Sesil repeated.

“You have to be in charge of this. And if it doesn’t work…”

“It will work, Critics,” Sesil said. “We can’t fail.”

“That’s what they all say,” the lips replied. “Just get to it.”

Sesil rushed off to do the Critics bidding as the lips faded back to their own plane of existence.

“That strange woman has been close by.”

“I know. And her name is Leximas.”

“Yeah. Yeah. Whatever. What are we going to do about it?”

“Why should we do anything? The plan is already in motion. I do not believe she understands that there even is a plan. By the time she realizes it, it will be far too late for her…or anyone else.”



Vinnz, the Andorian captain of the new and improved freighter, Hvark II sat in his command chair watching Waystation grow on the viewscreen. He actually felt that this trip here was completely appropriate.

Several months earlier, when he was first officer of the first Hvark, he’d been involved in the accident…well, accidents, that led to the renovation of Waystation in the first place. Now here he was, back again, and delivering another load of supplies to the Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet Andorian restaurant locations on both Waystation Village and the newly-completed Waystation itself.

Since some Federation officials were coming to tour the station, all supply runs were supposed to be suspended for the day, but Ih’mad, the owner of the restaurant, had a bit of pull with the station’s commander. She’d seen to it that Vinnz and the Hvark would be the only ship allowed near the station on this very special day. But first, he had some fresh spleen pie to deliver to the modules.

He had to admit that the module set up made deliveries a bit easier. Rather than waiting for a docking port, like at the old station, he could just pull up behind the restaurant module and dock with it. Vinnz casually wondered if Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet’s location on the outer ring of modules was purposeful just so Waystation Village could avoid any collisions with other Andorian freighters.

Well, they didn’t have to worry about the Hvark II. Vinnz ran a well- oiled and level-headed operation, unlike his previous commander who was currently sitting in a Federation rehabilitation colony. Vinnz just wanted to make his deliveries without any fuss and get back to Andor.

After the Hvark II had completed its docking maneuver, Vinnz was met at the airlock by two of the restaurant staff and a Vulcan. Oddly enough, all three of them were bald.

“Right on time,” the Vulcan said smiling. Vinnz wasn’t sure what was more disconcerting: the Vulcan’s tone of voice or his smile.

“Yes,” Vinnz replied. “And I have the spleen.”

“Excellent,” one of the Andorians said. “Unload it. Also, we have a couple of things we need taken over to the station, if you could.” The Andorians smiled warm, sickeningly sweet smiles.

“Uh, sure,” Vinnz said. “What is it?”

“Just those,” the Andorians said, pointing at two large cargo crates sitting in the restaurant storage area.

“By the hive! Those things could hold a k’vaarrtz!”

“We have a lot to move,” the second Andorian said.

“All right. My crew will load them, but you’ll have to do the unpacking yourselves.”

“Absolutely,” the Vulcan said. “Once you drop us off, please leave as soon as possible.”

“Right.”



Lieutenant Russell practically had to force his feet to walk in order to get into the Starshine Kids temple. This was not a place he’d been looking forward to coming back to. The two security officers with him, however, seemed completely unconcerned. Of course, they’d never had giant lips invade their dreams or strange Vulcans try to brain wash them. He smiled grimly remembering a comment Porter had made shortly after they’d arrived on Waystation. Porter had said that these sorts of traumatic experiences usually only happened to the command crew. They were better off on the Secondprize, where they’d just had minor roles.

Steeling himself, Russell stepped into the main Starshine Kids temple and was surprised to find it completely deserted. From what he’d heard, they never left the temple unoccupied. And more disturbingly, the sphere that normally sat on the stage was gone.

“Russell to Beck.”

“What is it, Lieutenant,” Beck replied. She sounded out of breath.

“Are you all right?” Russell asked. A deafening boom sounded over the comm system.

“Got him!” he heard a voice that sounded a lot like Dr. Nelson’s scream in the background.

“We’re fine now,” Beck replied. “Although, I’m now covered in android bits.”

“Excuse me?”

“Never mind. What’s up?”

“I’m down here in the Starshine Kids module like you asked. There’s no one here.”

“No one at all?”

“Nope. Empty.”

“Hmm…that’s odd. No lips around, huh?”

“Was that a joke?” Russell demanded.

“Sorry. Station a couple of officers down there and have them let us know if the Starshiners return. You get to ops; the Orleans is going to be here soon,” Beck said.

“Sure thing. Russell out.”



Commander Beck knocked a couple of chunks of robot parts off of her clothes and headed over to Dr. Nelson. The makeshift explosive they’d constructed had done the trick. Michael Myers was now debris.

“That was relaxing,” Nelson said smiling.

“Completely,” Beck said. “I may actually be able to put up with this tour group after all.”

“It’s a holoprogram, not a miracle worker,” Nelson said.

“I’m trying to keep a positive attitude,” Beck replied. “And I guess I’d better get cleaned up and strap myself into that damn dress uniform.”

“Probably. I’ll be there in a minute with a med-kit to take care of those cuts. And if you’re nice, I’ll do your hair too.”

“Triage and a trim. Sounds great,” Beck said, heading to the holomodule exit. “How much for the perm and appendectomy?”

“Don’t push me, Beck.”



Leximas closed her eyes and opened her mind, allowing her essence to reach out beyond the physical plane of her existence. The presence of the Critics was still heavy over the station, but she had been able to erect mental shields to block out most of their disturbing effects. She couldn’t block them all, though. And she didn’t want to. The Critics may have been the problem, but they also held the answers.

Deep in her consciousness, Leximas felt the tug of her mind guide. It was a different pull than ever before, something larger and more powerful than she’d ever encountered. This was it; this was why she’d been led here.

Leximas had known she had some sort of course ever since her early years as an acolyte on her home planet. Very few of her people were chosen by the greater forces for duty. Leximas had been one of those few, the first in a generation to receive a mind guide. Her gift had led her to a position of authority on her planet, a position she then left when her guide pulled her elsewhere.

For anyone else, being led from planet to planet, system to system by some unseen force would be a cause of frustration, but Leximas’ years of training had given her the inner peace that allowed her to accept the guidance given to her. There had been tests along the way, not all of which she had passed spectacularly, but they had all helped her attain the center and focus she now possessed.

Using this focus, she pushed outwards on the walls bordering her consciousness and strove to enter the greater realms. Out there, she could find the answers she sought. Out there, perhaps the big picture would become clear.



“How are we doing?” Commander Beck asked, fastening the collar on her dress uniform as she entered the operations module.

“We’re good,” Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales replied. “The final supply ship has just left Waystation and is on its way back to Andor. Ih’mad once again sends his thanks for allowing them to deliver today.”

“He’d just better save that first spleen pie for me.”

“Yum yum,” Porter said flatly.

“This coming from the man who likes calamari,” Beck said.

“It’s just squid,” Porter protested.

“Exactly,” Beck said. “How about those Starshine Kiddies?”

“Not a peep out of them,” Russell said. “I’m not sure whether to be nervous or relieved.”

“Stay on your toes, but we’ve got bigger things to deal with. Where’s the Orleans?”

“Just entering sensor range,” Porter replied.

“Good. Keep an eye on those sensors. I’m not expecting any problems, but you never know when some edgy malcontents could decide to take a crack at the Vice-President.”

“Silly target, if you ask me,” Russell said. “I’ve never heard a peep out of the guy. He just stands in the background during Enyo’s speeches.”

“Just stay alert.”

“No problem.”

“We’re being hailed,” Morales said.

“On screen,” Beck said, turning to the little 19 inch viewer Starfleet had so kindly provided for them. Admiral Thomas Wagner’s face appeared on the screen. There may have been some others standing behind him, but it was hard to tell in an image that small.

“Welcome, Admiral,” Beck said.

“Yeah. Yeah. Hi. Hi,” Wagner replied. “You ready to start that tour?”

“Sure, I guess, but wouldn’t your party like to eat first or something?”

“What we’d like is to get this over with and go home,” Wagner said. “This isn’t exactly the center of civilization out here. And frankly, you Secondprize people scare me.”

“We’re not, as you put it, Secondprize people anymore,” Beck replied, a little irritated.

“Close enough,” Wagner said. “Admiral McGrath, Vice-President Maruac, and I wish to beam over to Waystation immediately.”

“Okay,” Beck said. “We’ll send you coordinates and meet you there. Waystation Village out.”

“He’s always such a fun guy,” Porter said.

“I’m sure it’s nothing personal,” Beck said, heading towards the hatch. “He probably just hates this bureaucratic ceremony crap as much as I do. It’s not the most exciting way to spend a day.”

“You’ve got a point.”

“Tell Jones and Bradley Dillon to meet me in the transporter module. We’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

“No problem,” Morales said. “We’ve got you covered on this end.”



In a way, Sesil regretted that he couldn’t show Vinnz and his crew the joys to be had as members of the Starshine Kids, but he understood why the Critics had forbidden it. There was a much, much greater prize to be had.

As it was, the Starshine Kids had piled out of the cargo crates Vinnz had so nicely transported to Waystation for them, and they had set about the task of obtaining the necessary equipment.

Just as the Critics had said, the Starfleet members of the Starshine Kids were easily able to access the weapons armory and retrieve several shiny new phasers and phaser rifles. Similarly, the Federation marines had been able to quickly teach the civilians how to handle said weaponry. And, finally, the Zenedron construction workers had done an excellent job of leading the Kids through the various jefferies tubes that cris-crossed the station, so that they wouldn’t possibly be spotted by the very important people that were about to visit.

Sesil reached into his robe and rubbed his hand against the device sitting in his pocket. His Kids had told him that the diversion was in place. All he had to do was activate it when the time was right. The time would come soon. So very soon.



Commander Beck had thought that Vice-President Maruac looked pale on holovision, but in person, he was whiter than white. He also didn’t talk much…at all really…as the tour group made their way through the new and improved Starfleet Square Mall.

“We’re a three-level mall area now,” Beck said, walking at the head of the group. She looked back and noticed Maruac was acting strangely. He had his head bent down and seemed to be struggling to keep up.

“Is he okay?” Beck asked Admiral Frank McGrath, the third member of the group.

“Fine. Why?” McGrath asked.

“Nothing.” Beck walked on ahead. At least, Bradley Dillon had been behaving himself so far. Not once had he tried to sell anything to anyone, or bribe them for that matter.

“Should I be doing something in particular?” Yeoman Tina Jones whispered, walking up close to Beck.

“Not really,” Beck said. “You’re here just in case.”

“In case of what?”

“In case,” Beck said. “Go mingle.” Jones shrugged and dropped back to walk next to McGrath.

“Do you like the place?” she asked.

“Lovely,” McGrath grumbled. “But I have important work.”

“The Explorer isn’t going anywhere,” Admiral Wagner said from behind them.

“We’re so close to being done.”

“Look, your name came up on the duty roster. Deal with it. We all have to put up with this crap.”

“And this particular piece of crap,” Beck said, gesturing at a door. “…will be Dillon’s Supply Depot.”

“Thank you, Commander,” Bradley Dillon said, heading to the front of the group. “But it may interests our guests to know that Dillon’s has more than tripled in size. Also, the Starfleet Suites hotel located on the decks above us will provide unparalleled luxury for those guests visiting Waystation and Starfleet Square Mall. Our restaurant will provide the best cuisine the galaxy has to offer, with selections from over twenty worlds.”

Beck started to zone off while Bradley spoke, but noticed Maruac pretend to unwrap something and stick it in his mouth. The Vice-President then made a big show out of chewing the air. Beck just stared at him in astonishment.

“He a mute,” Wagner said, whispering in Beck’s ear. “Just let him do his thing. It’s how he communicates.”

“But…”

“I know.”

“But…”

“You don’t have to say it.”

“But…”

“Commander…”

“HE’S A MIME!”



Leximas felt a sudden rush of freedom as her consciousness transcended any place she had ever been before. The experience was almost too much to process. Her mind was awash in sounds and colors and smells and sensations and everything and anything at once. She forced herself to focus and attempt to create some sort of order out of the chaos. As of now, she couldn’t tell if she should turn left or purple. Was the universe round or chalky?

“Welcome,” a cacophony of voices said all around her. She heard them and sensed the word telepathically and somehow interpreted it from a smell. Her senses were all co-mingling.

“Hello?” Leximas ventured.

“You have taken a great risk,” the voices replied. They tasted familiar.

“Mind guide?”

“Yes and more. You have come for answers. You have come for the Critics.”

“Do you know them?”

“By reputation only. The Directors are the real experts, but they don’t tell us much. We’re only the Ushers.”

“Ushers?”

“Exactly. The big picture is composed of many parts, some of which haven’t even come into play yet.”

“What do the Critics want?”

“To control the picture, of course. They want it made their way rather than the Directors’ way.”

“But where do you fit in?”

“That’s easy,” the voices replied. “We usher.”

“I do not understand.”

“We ushered you here to meet the Critics.”

“Am I to fight them?” Leximas asked. The voices laughed, their laughter filling her nostrils.

“You cannot defeat them,” the voices said. “We cannot even defeat them.”

“But that is not the same as fighting them.”

“This is why you were chosen. The battle started in the outer planes, but it will end on the material plane, your plane.”

“So the Critics are here to start that battle.”

“In a sense, but the opening moves on this plane began years ago. This could be considered an escalation of hostilities. They have started to gather their forces. But armies require supplies and places from which to operate.”

“Waystation,” Leximas said, understanding.

“The rest is up to you.”



Lieutenant Commander Morales tried to ignore the flashing on the communications board, but eventually he felt forced to answer it. The last thing he needed to deal with right now, though, was an outside call.

“Ops.”

“Is this Morales?” a rough voice said over the comm line.

“Yes. What can I do for you?” Morales was already tensing up. The voice on the other end was Buck, the head of the Zenedron group that built the station.

“I’m runnin’ a couple of guys short,” Buck said. “They over there?”

“I have no idea,” Morales said. He thought for a moment. “They aren’t on Waystation are they?” he asked in horror.

“Nah. All of my guys got off of there yesterday. We’re just sitting over here where you folks had us park.” Beck had ordered the construction fleet, tractor barges, space cranes, workbees, and all, to move to the other side of Waystation village so they would be out of the way when the brass arrived.

“Well, I don’t think we’ve seen them,” Morales said.

“Okay. Just let me know if you do. They’re the bald ones that joined up with that freaky Vulcan. Buck out.”

“Commander,” Russell said. “I don’t like this.”

“Me either,” Morales replied. “Get in touch with Lazlo and see if all of his marines are accounted for.”

“I’m on it,” Russell said, turning back to his console.

“They may be a bit strange, but those Starshine folks seem too happy to start any trouble,” Porter said.

“I hope so,” Morales said.



Sesil and the Starshine Kids were in position. The tour group was on the way. All was ready. He couldn’t believe how…fulfilled he felt at this moment. All hail the Critics.



“And this is ops,” Beck said as the turbolift opened into the empty command center of Waystation. She, Wagner, Maruac, McGrath, Jones, and Bradley filed out of the lift and looked around.

Actually, it wasn’t that much larger than her old ops on the first Waystation. The lighting was brighter, shining off the new consoles and white-ish gray walls, but things were still in the places they used to be. The lift still came up in the center of the room with her office off to the right, the conference room to the rear, and the viewscreen in front. There were a few additional consoles in the room, but nothing too drastic. She looked around with satisfaction. This wasn’t going to be bad at all. She had her office; she had a nice ops. The Andorians would still have their restaurant. Life was sounding pretty good.

Then, she noticed the strange, pulsating white ball sitting on the science console to the right of the viewscreen.

“What in the world?”

Beck took two steps towards it, then white robed figures burst out of the jefferies tubes, her office, the bathroom, and the conference room, all aiming phasers at the tourists.

Sesil stepped to the head of the bunch holding a small device in his hands.

He pressed the button on the device and smiled.

“Welcome to Shining Time Station.”



Leximas had to find Commander Beck quickly. She was due to tour Waystation this afternoon, but the Starshine Kids would most likely pick that opportunity to strike.

She slowly pulled her consciousness back towards her physical body, the effort almost completely draining her. Gradually, the candles floating in the room came back into view.

Then, the world exploded.



The crew in ops was tossed violently across the module as Waystation Village rocked from a vicious blast.

“What the hell was that?” Morales demanded as Porter and Russell struggled back to their stations.

“Holy sh**!” Porter exclaimed.

“What?” Morales said, rushing over. He took a quick look down at the scanners.

“Looks like some sort of explosion,” Russell said. “Initial readouts look like a bomb.”

“We’ve lost Module 113,” Porter said. “Leximas’s module.”

“Was she in there?” Morales asked.

“I think so.”

“F***!” Morales shouted angrily, grabbing a padd off of Porter’s console and tossing it across the room. “Porter, get a team down there and start searching. I want to know exactly what happened.”

“Aye, sir,” Porter said, contacting his engineering crews.

“Russell, you find every single member of the Starshine Kids and arrest them. Got it!”

“Aye,” Russell said, sending out orders to his teams.

Colonel Martin Lazlo then stormed into ops fuming furiously. It looked like the blast has knocked him around quite a bit. Of course, the marines were stationed right next to Leximas’ module.

“Those damn Starshine Kids!” he seethed.

“We know,” Morales said.

“They’ve got some of my people, and that explosive was stolen from my ordinance,” Lazlo said. “You catch these bastards for me, Morales. We’ll bring back methods of torture this quadrant hasn’t seen for seven hundred years.”

“And I’ll be right there to help,” Morales said grimly. “They couldn’t have gotten far. It’s not that big of a station.”

“Uh…” Russell said.

“What is it, Lieutenant?” Morales said.

“I just checked the external scanners. Waystation’s shields popped up about thirty seconds ago. They’ve got all systems armed and operational.”

“Armed and… Oh sh**.”

“Looks like we’ve got a call coming through,” Porter said, noticing the hail flashing on Morales’ console. “You want to take a guess.”

“On screen,” Morales said, straightening his uniform as Lazlo did the same next to him. Sesil’s smiling face appeared on the screen. Behind him, Morales could see Beck and the others standing with their hands bound behind them and several phasers pointing at their heads.

“We just wanted to let you know that we like the new accommodations,” Sesil said. “The craftsmanship is truly superb. Our glorious Critics could not have asked for more.”

“Release the hostages,” Lazlo snapped. Normally, Morales would bristle at having Lazlo jump in like this, but he’d said exactly what was on Morales’ mind.

“What hostages?” Sesil replied. He gestured at the group behind him. “These are future Starshine Kids.” Morales could see Beck’s face tighten angrily. “They’ll come over to our way of thinking very, very soon. So long now. Let’s sing them goodbye, everyone.”

“Okay!” the other Starshine Kids said excitedly.



“It’ll be a bright, bright Starshiney Day!”
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Very little could have wiped the smile off the Critics’ lips at that moment. They had Waystation. They had a vice-president, two admirals, a multi-billionaire, and a station commander. They had control. And there was nothing the beings of the material plane could do about it.



Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales could still hear the singing of the Starshine Kids sounding in his head as he stared at the blank starfield in front of him. Sesil and the Starshine kids had cut communication just a few seconds earlier, leaving Morales and the ops crew to wonder just what was going to happen to Commander Beck and the others trapped on Waystation with the cult. Morales was positive that it wouldn’t be pleasant.

“You got any brilliant ideas, Colonel,” Morales said quietly to Martin Lazlo, the leader of the Federation Marines on the station, who was standing beside him.

“None that don’t involve suicide,” Lazlo replied.

“I was afraid of that.”

“We’ve patched up most of the damage to the lower modules,” Lieutenant Craig Porter said, reading the report off of his console. “Leximas’ module was the only one really hit.”

“Any sign of her?” Morales asked, trying to switch gears and think about the bombing on Waystation Village just a few minutes prior.

“No,” Porter replied somberly. “And we’ve detected some organics in the debris field. She’s probably…”

“I know,” Morales said, cutting Porter off.

“Sir, we’re being hailed by Captain Woodall of the Orleans,” Lieutenant Sean Russell said from the tactical console.

“Put him on,” Morales said, readying himself for the conversation…well, argument, he knew was coming. Jack Woodall, the middle-aged commander of the Orleans appeared on the screen. Woodall was known for his take-charge, “damn the photon torpedoes, full speed ahead” attitude. That was fine elsewhere, but this was a totally different situation. Morales knew the principals involved, he knew the terrain, and, most of all, he knew that he wasn’t going to leave Beck’s life in the hands of some guy he’d never met.

“Is everything secure over there?” Woodall asked without so much as a hello. “We detected an explosion.”

“We’re operational,” Morales said.

“Good. I’m starting work on a plan to deal with this Sesil nutcase, but I have to say things don’t look good.”

“With all due respect, sir, you are not taking command of this situation,” Morales said, bringing shocked looks from everyone in ops.

“Did you miss the day at the Academy they covered the chain of command,” Woodall said, growing angry as he leaned forward in his command chair.

“I could quote you about seventeen different regulations and precedents that give me the authority here,” Morales replied. “But we don’t have time to argue protocol right now. We’re the ones best equipped to get Commander Beck back.”

“What about the others?” Woodall said.

“What others?”

“The other hostages!”

“Oh yeah, we’ll get them, too. Now, stand by, and we’ll contact you when we need you.”

“You can bet I’m going to call Starfleet about this, Mister,” Woodall said.

“Fine. Until then, just sit there and keep the engines hot. Morales out.” He looked back at Russell, who severed the comm signal.

“I’m actually impressed,” Lazlo said.

“Have you been listening to those James T. Kirk motivational tapes again?” Porter asked.

“We just have a job to do,” Morales said humorlessly. “How do things look tactically?”

“Well, Waystation’s a fortress,” Russell replied. “We’re talking about 100 decks of firepower. We’d need a fleet of starships to get those shields down, and we’d probably lose most of those ships and blow up half the station in the process.”

“What about the prefix code? We could override their systems from here,” Morales said.

“I’d love to help you there,” Porter replied. “But I don’t know it. It’s in the new user’s manual, which is sitting on the new station.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be able to beam through shields if you match the beam frequency to the shield modulation or something like that?” Lazlo asked.

“You’re a little off on the technobabble, but the idea’s there,” Porter said. “Unfortunately, shield technology has improved in the 10 years since that stunt was pulled. It won’t work anymore.”

“So we need a fleet,” Russell said. “And that could take days.”

“Those people don’t have days,” Morales said. “You heard Sesil. He’s going to start brainwashing them anytime now.”

“I don’t know what else to tell you,” Russell said. “Even with the Orleans out there, our two runabouts, and the Mongoose…”

“No Mongoose,” Lazlo said.

“Why not?” Morales demanded.

“We parked it in our new hanger two days ago. It’s on the station,” Lazlo said.

“Of course, it is,” Morales said. “So we’ve got a Steamrunner-class starship and two runabouts. Great. Waystation Village could practically fight them off.”

“No we couldn’t,” Russell said quickly.

“Don’t interrupt me when I’m being defeatist,” Morales snapped.

“Maybe we could ask the Multeks to lend us a fleet,” Porter joked.

“Porter, that’s…” Morales’ irritation faded as he started thinking. “Beautiful.”



Leximas returned to awareness surrounded again by the colors, tastes, smells and other sensations that had accompanied her first contact with the Ushers. Awareness was the only real state she could ascribe to herself. She certainly didn’t wake up. Her physical body was gone, blown to bits in an explosion.

“You are,” the voices of the Ushers said.

“I am what?” Leximas asked, thinking the question. She certainly had no mouth with which to say it.

“You are. You exist.”

“I am not dead, then.”

“Your material body has ceased to be, but you…what makes you you, continues on in this form.”

“I understand,” Leximas said. She attempted to focus and get some sort of handle on what she was, where she was, and how she could deal with the universe around her.

“You’re needed, Leximas. It is time for you to start your destiny.”

“Time to start.” A realization dawned on her. “Wait. You knew this would happen?”

“Of course,” the Ushers replied.

“You could have mentioned the explosion part.”

“Bad for public relations,” the voices replied from inside and all around her. “Would you honestly have let us lead you halfway across the quadrant just so you could get blown up?”

“There is a certain logic there,” Leximas acceded.

“We know, but none of this is important now. You must stop the Critics.”

“By myself?” Leximas said. “But even you cannot defeat them.”

“We are not you, and you do not have to be alone. Remember, the true power is in the material plane.”

“Then perhaps you should have left me there rather than allowing me to experience that explosion.”

“You are missing the point,” the Ushers said. “If the Critics are allowed to keep control of Waystation, it will be the first step in their conquest of the galaxy. The material beings can fight the Starshine Kids only if the Critics are not allowed to interfere. You must keep the Critics out of what is to come.”

“I will try.”

“Find the one who can help you, the one with experience in other planes and powers.”

“Could you be a bit less vague?” Leximas asked.

“Not really,” the Ushers said. “There are rules to this omnipotent advisor stuff. We can’t just go handing out answers.”

“Of course not. That would be too convenient.”

“Now you’re catching on,” the Ushers said. “But now your energies have completely recovered from the conversion. You have much to do. Will yourself to the material plane and get to it.”



“So what do you have to say now?” Sesil said smugly as he stared down the quivering Federation vice-president.

“Not much,” Beck muttered.

“Answer me!” Sesil demanded after being met by Maruac’s silence. “I’m trying to gloat here.”

“He can’t,” Beck said loudly. “He’s mute.”

“Well, the paleness kind of turns me off, but I guess he’s okay.”

“I said mute, you moron. Not cute,” Beck snapped.

“Mute? How does he communicate?”

“With his hands, which you have tied behind his back,” Beck said. Just like me, she added to herself, shifting uncomfortably in the binders that held her wrists.

“I’m going to release you,” Sesil said to Maruac. “But if you attempt to flee, I will execute one of these other folks. I really don’t want to do that. It’s not very Starshiney. Will you behave?”

Maruac nodded vigorously. Sesil unlocked his binders, and Maruac immediately began moving his arms, placing his hands in the air inches from Sesil’s face, then turning and doing it again, until he’d done it in each direction.

“What is this?” Sesil asked.

“He’s feeling trapped,” Admiral Thomas Wagner explained. “He’s making an imaginary box.”

“Is he a mime?” Sesil said darkly.

“Uh…yes,” Wagner replied.

“Oh, goody,” Sesil said, brightening and clapping his hands. “I love mimes. Can you climb a rope?”

Maruac turned to Sesil and smiled. Then, he began acting out the motions of climbing a high rope.

“Aren’t there provisions against this sort of torture of prisoners?” Bradley Dillon said softly, leaning over to Beck.

“Only among civilized cultures,” Beck said. Sesil whirled on Beck, his face almost showing anger behind his inner peace.

“And you don’t consider the Starshine Kids civilized?” Sesil said. “We’re the future of civilization, Commander. Soon, you will all be shown the Way and become Starshine Kids!”

“Sounds peachy, but I don’t think I can fit the meetings into my busy social calendar,” Beck replied.

Sesil considered Beck for a moment, smiled disconcertingly, then snapped his fingers. Two of the Starshine Kids, two of Lazlo’s marines actually, grabbed Beck and hauled her roughly to her feet.

“Your dark and troubled soul is putting a dampener on my whole day,” Sesil said.

“I could leave,” Beck said.

“No no no, Commander. You just need help, as we all do from time to time. The Way is right in front of you; you just need to open your eyes and see it.”

“I’d rather go my own way, if you don’t mind.”

“Oh, but I do. Only Starshine Kids will be saved from the darkness to come. I can’t just leave you to the horrors of a cruel galaxy. I must help you.”

“I don’t want your help,” Beck said, trying not to let her anger show. The last thing she needed to do was provoke this psycho any further.

“Those in denial of the trouble in their soul are the ones who most need the guidance of the sphere,” Sesil said, gesturing to the pulsating globe still sitting on the science console. “Bring her!”

The two bald marines pushed Beck towards the console where the sphere awaited. She struggled vainly against their iron grips as they pulled her towards the device. Surprising them, she rushed forward, ducking behind the console and running her bound hands randomly along the controls hoping to activate something useful. Various different scans flashed across the monitors and the main viewscreen, but that was all.

The marines quickly grabbed her again, almost pulling her arms from their sockets as they forced her to the sphere.

“Don’t fight this, Commander,” Sesil said, leaning in close to her ear and speaking in what Beck guessed was an attempt at a seductive voice. “You are about to know a contentment such as you have never imagined.”

Beck kicked her foot back, slamming her boot into Sesil’s crotch. “You’re right; I do feel more content,” she said.

“Enlighten her!” Sesil gasped. The marines forced Beck’s head down toward the sphere…

…then Beck was gone. Completely vanished. Her empty binders clattered noisily to the deck.

“Well, that’s never happened before,” Sesil said confused.



Commander Beck was just about to follow up her kick to Sesil’s crotch with a jab to the jaw when she realized she wasn’t in Ops anymore.

As a matter of fact, she wasn’t on Waystation at all.

She was home, on Earth. More specifically, the Appalachian foothills of North Carolina.

She stood on a craggy cliff, facing downward onto the small hillside town where she once lived. She searched the idyllic afternoon horizon, marveling at the perfect blue sky. If she weren’t in the middle of a kidnapping, she’d have been quite content to lean back on the cliff side and sun herself for awhile.

“Hello, Commander,” a voice droned restfully behind Beck.

“Leximas!” Beck said, whirling. “What are you doing here?”

“I am not, in any real sense of the word, here. Neither are you.”

“Okay, where are we then?”

“In a higher plane of reality, above that of the material.”

“And why does it look so much like North Carolina?”

“Because I wanted to bring you to a place that was pleasing to you. We have much to discuss, and even more to do.”

“We have to get my station back!” Beck said. “And I don’t see how having a pleasant conversation on this hillside is going to help do that.”

“We will help, though not directly. Our charge is to stop the Critics from interfering with the material plane.”

“The who?”

“The lip-shaped entities that have threatened your new station, and, for that matter, the entire Alpha Quadrant.”

“Of course, the lips.” Beck rubbed her chin. “What do we have to do?”

“I am not altogether certain as of yet.”

“So why did you get me?”

“Because you are to help me. You have had experience with the immaterial plane, have you not?”

“You mean the time I was given the powers of the Q?”

“That is a good example. At any rate, you must help me.”

“Sure. Just lead the way.”

“The way, as it were, would seem to be the problem.”

“Something that confounds Leximas,” Beck said softly. “This must be bad.”

“I am not confounded. Simply uncertain.”

Beck was about to retort when a large pair of lips descended from the blue sky and devoured one of the buildings in Beck’s town.

“Oh, hell,” Beck muttered. She nudged Leximas. “You said this was not the real North Carolina, right?”

“That is correct. Those lips, however, are a very real threat.”

“Oh.” Beck shook her fist at the lips. “Hey, pouty! Over here.”

The lips drifted over toward the mountain. They were easily ten times the size of Beck. “Yessssssss?”

“Stop eating my town!”

“Or what, pipsqueak?”

“Or…” Beck thought carefully. She was in some sort of higher realm now, controlled by her mind, supposedly. Not much different from when she had Q powers, right?

With sheer force of will, Beck began to grow, until the hill was just a lump under her foot.

“Kiss my ass!” Beck cried, and slugged the lips so hard they reeled backward, finally slapping into a nearby mountain.

“Most impressive,” said a tiny voice from somewhere below the clouds that hovered around Beck’s head. She bent down.

At her feet, Leximas, about the size of one of her toes, stood patiently. “Your powers in the immaterial plane are considerable. Now I see why the Ushers directed me to you.”

“The who?”

That’s when a shadow drifted over Beck and Leximas. Beck looked up. “Oh,–”

And she and Leximas were devoured by lips approximately the size of North Carolina, and all became blackness.



“So we need to somehow fight off Waystation long enough to break in and get our people,” said Lazlo, pacing the stifling conference room that adjoined the Ops module.

“But before we do anything,” said Porter, “we need to evacuate Waystation Village. What if the Starshine Kids planted more explosives?”

“To say nothing of the fact that Waystation could blow us all out of the stars with a well-placed quantum torpedo,” said Russell.

“Agreed,” Morales said from the head of the conference table. He swivelled in his chair toward the monitor behind him where the captain of the Orleans waited impatiently. “Captain Woodall, I think it would behoove us to get everyone off this complex and onto the Orleans.”

“Very well,” Woodall said, shifting uncomfortably in his command chair. “You realize that, even if your people are on board the Orleans, it doesn’t guarantee their safety if Waystation opens fire.”

“Orleans will be well out of range of Waystation,” Morales said, “at least at the start of things.”

“Come again?” Woodall asked.

“You’re going to Multek territory to get some reinforcements, since there’s not a single Starfleet ship in range to help us.”

Woodall narrowed his eyes at Morales speculatively. “And what makes you think the Multeks will help us?”

“We’ll just have to make them come over to our way of thinking.”

“You’re talking about approaching a viciously reclusive people who are still not convinced we exist and asking them for military assistance!”

“It’s all about putting it to them the right way,” Morales said. “We’ve had some experience dealing with the Multeks. Hence, we’re going to give you some help.”

“You have a Liaison officer we can use, then?”

Morales cringed inwardly. For the first time in two years they came up with a real job for Yeoman Tina Jones, and she was at the moment held captive on the new Waystation. “Not exactly,” Morales muttered. “However, Lieutenant Porter is at your disposal. He’s had a good deal of experience with the Multeks.”

Woodall harrumphed. It was obvious that he still wasn’t wild about taking orders from Morales, but the idea of taking action did appeal to him. “Fine. We’ll do it. Prepare to evacuate Waystation Village. Then we’ll get underway.”

“We’re on it. Morales out.” Morales turned to Porter and Russell, who both looked a bit put out at their respective stations. “You two: Start coordinating the evacuation.”

“Commander,” Porter said, springing out of his chair and walking over to the head of the table. “Is it so wise to send your Chief Science and Operations officer away when you desperately need to find a way inside the new Waystation to get Beck and the others back?”

“Lazlo and I will handle that,” Morales said.

Lazlo blinked. “We will?” The idea of a joint Marine/Starfleet operation was obviously not attractive to him.

“We will.” Morales nodded at Porter. “I realize how you feel about this. I know you care a great deal for Commander Beck. Believe me, I do too. But we need the Multeks if we’re to have any hope of getting her and the others out of there, and we need you to make sure Woodall doesn’t piss them off. Now go.”

“On my way,” said Porter, glancing at Russell as he left.

Morales nodded at his Chief of Security. “Russell, you go and round up all of your security officers. And get our best engineering people too. Everyone else goes aboard the Orleans.”

“Yes, sir,” Russell said, rushing into the airlock after Porter.

“I admire the amount of control you have over your officers,” Lazlo said incredulously, rising from his own chair.

“It’s not control; it’s reason and a little respect. And I didn’t even yell.”

“Well, no one’s perfect.”



“And pray tell,” Sesil said, glancing around at his followers, his facade of calm showing a few crinkles. “Pray tell, where is Commander Beck?”

Among the sea of faces before him in the new Waystation’s ops, one follower coughed. “Ahem. She vanished.”

“I know she vanished!” Sesil shouted. “That is not the point.” He took a deep breath, concentrating on the inner starlight in his soul for some peace. Finally, he regained his calm. “No matter. We have many friends where that one came from.” He turned to the cluster of bound captives grouped near the science console. “Let’s try this again, but on someone expendable this time, just in case the same thing happens twice.”

“How about Jones!” Bradley Dillon suggested eagerly.

“How heroic, Mr. Dillon,” Jones snapped.

“Don’t worry,” Bradley whispered. “You Liaison Officers have hostage crisis training, don’t you?”

“We most certainly do not! Why would a liaison officer need hostage crisis training? I sit in an office all day telling people about vacation spots in the Federation and giving guidance to docking ship captains and crews. Why on Earth would I ever need hostage crisis training?”

“Hey, don’t look at me. I never went to Starfleet Academy. It does seem like it would come in handy.”

Jones had to agree there.

“Very well,” Sesil said, drifting over to the group. “Are we settled on you as the next to bask in the joy of eternal Starlight, Miss Jones?”

“No?” she said in a small voice.

“Excellent. Up with you, then,” Sesil said, taking Jones by the arm and leading her toward the pulsating orb.

“Please, Mr. Sesil, don’t do this!” Jones said. “I don’t like glowing orbs one bit!”

“That will change soon,” Sesil said in a singsong voice. He glared at the orb. “Now you behave right this time, you naughty orb, or I’ll toss you out the airlock.” He shoved Jones’s face down toward the surface of the orb and it rippled pleasingly. “Now, Jones, behold the power of my pulsating orb!”

Bradley wrinkled his nose. “Ewwwwwww.”

Sesil glared back at Bradley. “You be quiet!” He looked down at Jones. “Well? Are you experiencing starry bliss?”

Eyes scrunched shut, Jones shook her head. “Mm mm!”

“Well, dear, you have to open your eyes, or you won’t experience anything!”

“I don’t want to experience your orb!”

Sesil knelt beside Jones. “Yeoman, you have to see this my way. I’m a cult leader here. I have to convert people somehow, or else where would my followers come from?”

“I…don’t know…” Jones said slowly.

“Come on, Miss Jones. I know you’re just a tad curious.”

“No no no no!” Jones brought her bound wrists up over her eyes.

“Don’t make me get forceful with you. I’m trying to be nice about this.”

“I don’t want to!”

Sesil shoved Jones’s face closer to the orb. “Come…on!”

“No!”

“Come on!”

“No!”

“Leave her alone!” rose a voice from behind Sesil. He glanced over his shoulder.

“Pardon?”

“I said leave her alone,” Admiral Thomas Wagner replied. He’d stayed quiet as long as he could. “She’s a Starfleet officer. You can’t just force her to absorb your sick philosophy like some sort of mindless sponge!”

“That’s quite eloquent, Admiral Wagner,” Sesil said. “Except for the fact that it’s trite garbage. I’m a sweet cult leader from the planet Vulcan, and I’ll do whatever on Shakaree I please, you hear?”

Jones turned her head and opened her eyes. “That was such a nice thing to say, Adm–”

“Aha!” Sesil exclaimed, twisting Jones’s head around before she could object. Her eyes widened as the colors swirled inside the orb. She turned to look up at Sesil, her pupils dilating to become huge.

“The…Starshine Way…is…superior.”

“For Pete’s sake,” Admiral McGrath muttered.

“I tried,” Wagner snapped.

“Who volunteered her in the first place?” Bradley Dillon said.

“You did!” McGrath and Wagner shot back.

“Oh, right.”

Vice President Maruac studied the scene before him, then brought his fists up to his eyes and began wringing them emphatically.

“Oh, now look what you’ve done!” Wagner muttered.



Beck felt herself spin for what felt like decades in the darkness of the void behind the Critics’ pudgy lips. A tongue roiled beneath her like a sea, and a sea of saliva washed over her.

“Leximas!” she called, swimming through the melange.

“Here.”

Beck glanced up at a bright light. Leximas hovered above, casting glowing golden light down on her. “Well, fine time to show yourself.”

“I was…thinking.”

“About what!” Beck asked, sloshing in the saliva.

“About the nature of these Critic fellows.”

“And, did you come to any conclusions?”

“Regrettably, no. But I will let you know when I do.”

“In the meantime, how about pulling me out of this mess?”

“Gladly.”



USS ORLEANS



“Welcome aboard,” Lt. Porter said, taking Dr. Amedon Nelson’s hand as she appeared on the transporter pad. “Have a safe beam?”

“Safe is a relative term. My symbiont gets all kinds of cranky when I transport.”

“Sorry to hear about that. Did you get all your patients out ok?”

“What patients? I had one construction worker with an inner ear infection!”

“And is he okay?”

Nelson pushed locks of hair behind her ears and pulled away from Porter as they exited the transporter room and headed down the Orleans’ shiny mauve and black corridor. “He’s just dandy. Now shouldn’t we go?”

“Yes, yes, of course,” Porter said. “Porter to bridge.”

“Woodall here.”

“Everyone’s aboard. Set a course for Multek space and engage at maximum warp.”

“First I’m taking orders from a lieutenant commander, and now a lieutenant. What’s next? The ship’s chef?”

Nelson grunted. “Hi Jack, engage or I’ll come up there myself and clobber you.”

“Oh, so Miss Nelson is here! This trip just got better!” Woodall said sarcastically as he closed the comm.

“He’s loads of fun,” Porter muttered.

“And no good in bed,” said Nelson.

“What’s that?”

“Never mind. Where did you say the bridge was?”



“That’s it, sir,” Lt. Sean Russell said over the comm of the flagship tug Garth Brooks. “Everybody but the thirty-eight security and engineering officers you requested are aboard the Orleans. They’re headed for Multek territory now.”

“Tell them to hurry back,” Morales said urgently.

“Will do. Russell out.”

Morales made the calculations. Along with Lazlo’s marines, they’d have almost eighty people to coordinate and implement the attack on Waystation. More than enough, if manpower was all that was needed.

Just then, Buck Winters lumbered in, immediately making a bee-line for the replicator.

“You wanted to see me?” Buck asked, punching up a beer.

“Yes,” Morales said. “Mr. Winters, I assume you’re fully apprized of the situation over on Waystation.”

“Some wacko’s converted some of my men and a bunch of others into raving lunatics, and he’s threatening to blow us out of this sector. That about right?”

“Close enough. We’re here to deputize you.”

“Pardon? Deputize?” Buck sucked back beer and belched. “That’s a laugh. We’re not Starfleet officers, Mr. Morales.”

“No one knows the construction of Waystation better than you and your men.”

“That may be, but our contracts never included getting blown apart!”

“Commander Morales, please allow me to intervene,” Colonel Lazlo said, stepping up from behind Morales. “Mr. Winters!” he barked. “By the power vested in me by the United Federation Marine Corps, I hear by deputize you and all your men! You will turn over control of your construction fleet to Morales and myself and dedicate your life and the lives of your people to preserving the sovereignty of our borders and saving the lives of valued Federation citizens, including our own Vice President!” He paused a moment for effect. “Any questions?”

“Nope.” Buck slugged down the rest of his beer. “Let’s go get us a cult leader. Where do we start?”

Lazlo looked to Morales. “Uh,” he stammered. “Consolidate the fleet and put everyone on alert. Then give me a rundown of exactly how many ships and people we have. And if you have any ordnance or other weapons around, tell us that too.”

“Right away.” And Buck shuffled out of the mess hall.

Morales looked incredulously at Lazlo as the doors swung shut behind Buck. “Colonel, I’m impressed.”

“See what a little yelling will do?”



Beck hovered inside the huge mouth for what seemed like forever with Leximas. It’d gotten to the point where she’d turned to counting the massive teeth that lined the chamber to relieve her boredom.

“Molar, molar, molar, incisor…” Beck muttered.

“Hmm,” said Leximas.

“‘Hmm’?” Beck asked, glancing over at the hovering mystic.

“Hmm, as in prepare to be forcefully disgorged!”

“Pardon?”

“Hold on!”

Suddenly Beck and Leximas shot out of the mouth with a vicious “Ptoo!”

The huge mouth stood before Beck and Leximas, floating in the midst of black, starry space. “That’s quite long enough. Time to deal with you two annoying little buggers.”

“How about we deal with you!” Beck shot back.

“Please, give it your best shot.” The lips shrunk down to normal–that is, about twice Beck and Leximas’ size. “You see, we’re here in the middle of the spiritual plane. You may have the cute ability to make yourself large, et cetera, but in the end you’ll never outwit us. The Critics are old and vastly superior creatures. In the end, we’ve got it all over you little material plane-dwellers.”

“Then why do you care so much about what happens in the material plane?” asked Leximas pointedly.

“Good question,” the Critics admitted. “One we’re not about to answer. Sorry!”

“Lexi,” Beck whispered, keeping her teeth clenched.

“Yes?”

“We can use our minds to create pretty much whatever environment we want here, right?”

“That is essentially correct. Why?”

“Because I just got an idea.”

With excruciating concentration, Beck closed her eyes and imagined her, Lexi, and the lips away to the place she’d just thought of. In a way, she pitied the Critics for what they were about to undergo.



The pair of lips found themselves suddenly and quite disconcertingly transported away from the starry environment they had previously been in to some sort of home on Earth.

“More of this drab planet,” the lips muttered as they hovered through the house, drifting down to the first floor, apparently a foyer or something. “Beautiful.”

What were Beck and that dreaded Leximas planning? This certainly wasn’t helping their conquest of the universe. Not that Beck and Leximas presented a real obstacle. Just a hindrance. And even if it was a hindrance of hundreds of years, that was pocket change to the Critics, right? Still, it was quite annoying.

“Hello? Show yourselves, you silly little corporeals.”

“Corporeals. That’s a new one,” said a female voice. The lips turned.

A dark-haired woman in a beautiful floor-length dress and heels marched out of what the lips presumed was the kitchen. “There’s some leftover meatloaf in the fridge. Tommy’s already in bed. Feel free to watch TV, or talk on the phone, or whatever. I left emergency numbers on the kitchen table.”

“Pardon me?” asked the lips.

“In case there’s an emergency,” the woman said tiredly. “Listen, Darren and I are late. Are you all set here?”

“Set for what?”

“To babysit.” The woman rolled her eyes. “Stacy had nothing but great things to say about you when she recommended you. I hope she wasn’t wrong.”

The lips considered this strange woman. Part of some complex game created by the corporeals. Fine, the lips were omnipotent. They had plenty of time. They’d play the silly game.

“Very well,” said the lips. “I shall sit on your baby. Now be gone.”

“Uh…” the woman said, when suddenly the sound of a horn honk blared outside. “That must be Darren. We’ll be back around midnight.”

“Okay. Have fun.”

The lips explored the house once the woman had left, first devouring the so-called “meatloaf,” then proceeding to make sure “Tommy” was safely in bed, wrapped up in sheets plastered with pictures of someone called “Luke Skywalker.” The human wielded a phallic, glowing rod, preparing to jab it at a dark-cloaked, masked man. Earth was a sick place.

The Critic made the final decision to obliterate this place called Earth as soon as it plopped down on the sticky leathery couch to watch the thing these people called “Television.” A tiny screen on which corporeals watched other corporeals sleep together, play silly jokes on each other, and lapse into comas. Really. What drivel.

In the middle of something called “Sanford and Son,” the lips became aware of a shrill ringing sound. They turned toward the end table next to the couch, and sure enough some primitive human communication device was chirping for attention there.

The phone receiver hovered magically over to the lips. “Hello.”

“Huhhhhhhhhfffff…” said the voice on the other line.

“Hello?”

“Hnnnnnfffffffgg…”

“You’ll have to speak up.”

“Uhh uhh uhhhh uhhh huh uhhh hhhuuhhhhh…”

“Oh, for the love of the multiverses,” the lips said, and slammed down the receiver.

After about fifteen minutes, the lips watched, transfixed, while the credits of “Sanford and Son” rolled. “That was epic. Simply epic.”

CRUNCH!

“What was that?” The lips hovered over to the bay window overlooking the home’s tidy lawn.

CRUNCH! CRUNCH! CRUNCH! CRUNCH!

It sounded like footsteps on dry leaves.

With a thought the lips creaked open one panel on the bay window. “Hello out there? Is that you, Leximas?”

Then, out of the dark, a white face emerged. The lips marveled. “What is this nonsense?”

Then, out of the dark, a huge axe emerged, slicing part of the Critic’s upper lip right off.

“Mmppph!” the lips protested.

WHACK! Again, another piece of lip fell to the ground.

“You scourge, you!” the lips cried, flying backward through the house, clattering over furniture as it worked its way through the cavernous hallways. “Help me! Help me!”



“How long do you figure that’ll keep it busy?” asked Beck, watching from a safe distance away in a nearby house.

“It is difficult to say. You are more familiar with this ‘Michael Myers’ fellow than I.”

“I think we’ve got it for a good two hours, based on the program I modeled this world after.”

“You know, Commander, there may be a future for you in the area of multidimensional mindphysics.”

“It’s really just a hobby.”

“Indeed.”



Porter noted that Dr. Nelson strolled onto the bridge of the Orleans like she owned the place. “Jack, what a pleasure.”

Captain Woodall grimaced as he turned from his position at the center of the command arena. “Amelia. What a disappointment.”

“Actually, it’s Amedon now.”

“You changed your FIRST name?” Woodall asked, scratching his head.

“Yep. I have a symbiont now.”

Woodall grunted. “You always were into the weird stuff.”

“Care to fill me in?” Porter whispered as he joined Nelson at her spot behind the dual command chairs, leaning on the slate-colored railing and staring at the stretched out stars.

“No.”

“He looks to be ten years older than you.”

“Some say I’m old at heart.”

“What are you two mumbling about?” groused Woodall. He was standing between the forward stations, staring at the stars, arms folded.

“Nothing.”

“Oh, then you were talking about our relationship?”

“Your performance, actually.”

There were snickers among the bridge crew, quieted at once by a glare from Woodall. “Cute, Nelson. Keep your comments to yourself or I’ll have you removed from the bridge.”

“You always did like to play rough.”

More snickers.

Woodall grimaced. “You’ve been warned.”



Morales sighed as he paged through the report, pacing the unkempt (and not too pleasant-smelling) bridge of the Brooks. “Twenty-odd workers, four tugs, including this one. Six barges, fifteen workbees, six space cranes, and some scattered ordnance and explosives.”

“And four travel pods,” said Buck, chewing on a duranium toothpick. “Don’t forget the travel pods.”

“I’m sure they’ll be of great assistance,” Morales said dully. “What do you think, Lazlo?” Battle was sort of more the Colonel’s specialty. Morales’ talents were in shuttlebay administration, after all. He could recite the fuel type of each ship in the makeshift fleet without much thought, but as far as battle plans–that was another story altogether.

Lazlo twirled a finger through his moustache. “It’ll be fun.”

“Fun?” Morales beamed. “That’s not exactly the word I’d use.”

“I know this, believe me. I know.”

“And how many marines did we manage to salvage from your squad?”

“A good forty, thanks to that nut Sesil.”

“Okay, then. Spread them around. Make sure they instruct the Zenedron people on the finer points of battle strategy.”

Lazlo leaned in close, so the trio of construction workers manning the Brooks’ bridge wouldn’t hear. “Morales, you realize these ships aren’t armed with more than navigational deflectors and Type II phasers, at BEST.”

“I realize, Colonel, believe me.”

“Then what are we going to do? Throw these ships at Waystation?”

“Not the ships, Colonel. The modules.”

Lazlo rolled his eyes. “Madre de Dios.”



“What are they doing out there?” Sesil pondered, watching the moving Zenedron fleet on the massive view-wall in Ops.

“Not sure, bright one,” said Tina Jones, looking up from the science station. “It looks like they’re getting ready to do something.”

“That’s brilliant. What type of officer were you before you joined us? Sanitation?”

“Liaison officer, actually,” Jones said brightly.

“So don’t you know anything about Starfleet protocols?”

“Pitifully little, I’m afraid, starry-guy.”

“Perfect,” McGrath said in a hushed voice, leaning in between Wagner and Bradley. “She’s playing dumb. Obviously trying to stall him.”

“I don’t think she’s playing dumb, Admiral,” Bradley said quietly. “She really doesn’t know much about Starfleet protocols. She does write darn good interoffice correspondence, however.”

“Oh, well then, maybe we can knock out this cult with a stern memo,” Wagner harrumphed.

“Only if it has a quantum torpedo attached,” said Bradley gravely.

“It’s apparent that our people are trying to pull together some sort of plan to get us out of this. We have to do all we can to help them,” said McGrath.

“Meaning what?” Bradley asked.

“I’m up for suggestions.”

All heads turned to Maruac. His hands had been unbound so he could please Sesil with his gestures.

“You thinking what I’m thinking?” whispered Bradley.

Wagner and McGrath smiled up at Maruac, who simply shrugged.



The clown-faced Multek went about his business on the bridge of his ship as if he weren’t right then showing up on the viewscreen of a Federation starship.

“Listen here, Captain Gooly,” Jack Woodall said, sitting back in the command chair as if it were an easy chair, legs crossed casually. “If that is your real name. You know darn good and well I’m here. I demand you at least give me the respect of talking to my face.”

“Recheck sensors,” Gooly said on the viewscreen. “What kind of disturbance is that out there?”

“It looks almost like a ship,” a voice said in the background.

“A Multek ship?”

“Certainly not…”

“Then it IS NOT a SHIP!”

Woodall pounded the arm of his command chair. “Gooly! You returned my hail. How can you return a damn hail from a damn ship that doesn’t damn exist!”

“That’s it, Jack,” purred Nelson from behind him. “Sweet talk him.”

“You be quiet,” Woodall barked over his shoulder. “Listen, Captain, surely you’re a man of reason…”

“Advice?” Gooly asked, looking around his bridge.

“Ignore it and it’ll go away.”

“Pretend you don’t see it.”

“Turn us around and head back to Multek Prime, quickly!”

“All good suggestions. Which to pick?”

Woodall sighed. “Listen to me, Gooly!”

“Hold on,” Porter said, stepping around to the front of the bridge. “Captain, with all due respect, you do not know how to handle Multeks. Let me take a shot at it.”

“You sure you know what you’re doing?”

“Give him a shot, Jack,” said Nelson.

Woodall glanced over his shoulder. “Stay out of this, Amelia.”

“Amedon.”

“Whatever.”

Porter straightened the front of his uniform and took two steps forward. “Captain Gooly, this is Captain…Bibble of the…er, Moonmun. Listen closely: We have been commissioned by our leader to pretend to be an imaginary ship. We’ve used hologenerators to make us look human and our ship look like it’s a ‘pretend’ Federation ‘starship.’” Porter made air quotes to accentuate his point.

This got Gooly’s attention. “To what end, Bibble?”

“So we can test to see if other ships see us, pretend to see us, pretend not to see us, or imagine that we’re not here at all.”

“To root out the insane ones, then?”

“Exactly!” Porter grinned. “Good work, Gooly. Your crew did well. If you had acknowledged that our ship existed, well…”

Gooly covered his ears. “I don’t even want to know.”

“All right, well, we’d better find another ship to test,” Porter said, turning.

“Tell the Frequoq we send our best!” said Gooly excitedly.

Porter turned back toward the screen. “You know, Captain, there is something you might do to help us.”

“Anything, Captain Bibble.”

“You see, as part of our test, we’ve built an imaginary space station a few light years from here on which some Multeks are pretending to be from this unreal ‘Federation.’ The trouble is, they’re now convinced that they are real, and that they’re really from the ‘Federation,’ and that it’s really, in fact, a real station.”

“No!”

“Yes, unfortunate, isn’t it?”

“Very much so.”

Porter pretended to be in deep thought. “Oh, I have an idea.”

“What?”

“How about you find as many vessels as you can and meet us at the station at these coordinates–” Porter glanced to the tactical officer, who quickly tapped in Waystation’s coordinates “–and we’ll break down their defenses and rescue them so they can be properly rehabilitated.”

“I’m more than pleased to do so, Captain,” said Gooly. He spoke with an officer off-screen. “How does five ships sound?”

“Sounds like a plan,” Porter grinned, and turned his grin back on Woodall. “Close channel.”

The captain of the Orleans grunted as an excited Gooly disappeared from the screen. “You know, Porter, this is going to be hard to get out of when all is said and done.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Nelson said. Porter moved to join her behind the command chairs once again. “Good job, Craig.”

“Nothing to it,” Porter shrugged. “Now all we have to do is break through Waystation’s defenses, defeat the Starshine Cult, and rescue the hostages.”

“Piece of cake.”

“We’ll see,” muttered Woodall. “Helm, plot course back to Waystation. Maximum warp.”



The lips thundered down Highway 68 in a beat up pickup truck. “This is ridiculous. I am omnipotent. Why is this happening? How is it that silly man with the white face can damage me?”

That portion of the lips that was carved off still hadn’t totally healed.

“I swear, as soon as I find that Beck and Leximas, I’ll show them. They think they’re so smart.”

The Critic was so busy muttering to itself, it almost didn’t see the white-faced figure step out into the middle of the road.

“There you are, rogue!” the lips cried. “Let’s see how you stand up to this!”

And the pickup slammed right into Mike Myers. The lips grinned wide at the thunk that sounded as the body rolled over the hood and off onto the road.

“No non-omnipotent creature could stand up to that,” the lips said confidently. The Critic pulled off the road and slid out of the cab. “Hello, Mr. Murderer? Are you dead yet?”

An axe swung out of the darkness, carving another chunk out of the lip.

“Oh, that’s enough of that,” the lips said, backing away. “I’ll send a whole army of babysitters after you. Then you’ll learn!”

The lips concentrated the pure energy of their power and brought five thousand young, long-limbed, slender Jamie Lee Curtises into being. “Michael!” the multitudinous chorus of voices shouted from the darkness.

“Hnnh?” grunted the killer.

“Now you’re screwed!” the lips shouted, and hovered up into the air.

“Nnnnnnh!” Mike Myers cried, ducking into a fetal position as the five thousand babysitters closed in on him.



“Uh-oh,” Beck said, from the vantage point of the station wagon she and Leximas had pilfered from the home they’d invaded. It wasn’t really stealing, since Beck created this whole world anyway.

Beck and Leximas could easily see the crowd of Curtises thrashing and beating poor Mike Myers.

“A pitiful sight, indeed,” Leximas said.

“Yeah, I feel terrible,” Beck said. “What’s worse, now we’ve got to deal with that damned pair of lips again.”

As if on cue, a thud sounded against the hood of the station wagon.

“You hear that?” Beck asked fearfully, as an incisor tooth dug into the ceiling and yanked it up.

Beck and Leximas stared up at the giggling Critic. Chunks were carved out of the lips, but they still looked ominous. And they were bared in a fierce snarl.

“Enough playtime! Now you pay for what you’ve done!” the lips cried.

“What is the proper vernacular here?” asked Leximas intently.

“Gun it!” Beck cried, and jerked the station wagon into gear, slamming on the gas.

The Critic flew off the roof and landed on the ground. “Come back, you silly little corporeals!”

The wagon, on the other hand, plowed through at least thirty Jamie Lee Curtises and sped off through the night.



Lt. Commander Morales, Colonel Lazlo, and Buck Winters gathered around a console on board the Brooks.

“So we have to throw the modules at these main points,” Buck said, indicating the glowing dots on the schematic of Waystation.

“And even that will only buy us a little time,” said Morales. “We’re talking about .5 seconds of shield fluctuation.”

“That will be more than enough for the Mongoose to blast open the hangar bay, if we time it right.”

Morales nodded. “Then the Mongoose wedges itself in the opening to create a hole in the shields. Genius.”

“Thanks so much,” Buck snorted. “Now here’s a good question: what’s to stop Waystation from blowing our whole fleet apart once we launch the attack.

Lazlo and Morales exchanged glances. “Nothing, really,” Morales said finally.

“You guys are getting a huge bill for this, you realize.”

“Starfleet can cover it,” Morales snapped. “Now get ready to deploy the fleet. Lazlo and I will lead the operation from the Yadkin. We’ll use the Cumberland to provide covering fire and hopefully distract the people operating Waystation’s weapons long enough for us to get in.”

“All those beautiful modules,” snarled Buck. “It seems like such a waste.”

“You’ll get reimbursed!” cried Morales. “Now get ready to deploy the fleet!”

Buck straightened. “Fine. Yes, sir. Jeeze.”

“Now that’s more like it,” Lazlo grinned.

“Come on, let’s get to the Yadkin,” Morales grimaced.



“I wonder where the Orleans went,” Sesil pondered, as two of the Federation Marines massaged his back. “Oh, a little to the right, Pete. There. Perfect.”

“Your brightness, I still can’t seem to figure out what those construction people are doing,” Jones said from sciences. “It appears that they’re disassembling the modules that make up Waystation Village now.”

“Ah,” said Sesil, spinning in his chair behind Aux Engineering. “That’s it. They’re getting ready to clear out. Can’t say I blame them.”

“Should we try to stop them, shineyness?” said one of the marines.

“I don’t see why. We’ve got plenty of new friends here, and are sure to recruit more. They can try to run. We’ll get them eventually anyway.”

“So true, so true,” said the other marine.

“Now come on, keep rubbing.”

Sesil watched Vice President Maruac do some sort of amusing hand-jive on the other side of ops. The grouping of guests by the science console watched him eagerly. “Keep it up, sir. You’re spectacular,” Sesil cooed.

Maruac grinned. It seemed to Sesil that, as he tush-pushed left to right, he was steadily working his way more to the right, where a cluster of consoles stood bleeping. Sesil idly wondered what those consoles did.



Russell swung in behind the right-side console on the runabout Yadkin. “Warming up the weapons.”

“I’ve got helm,” said Lt. Stephanie Hodges, Lazlo’s ace pilot, sliding in next to Russell.

“Oh, you’re the Commander’s friend,” Russell said with a grin.

“That’s right I am. All the more reason I want to break in there and get her out.”

Russell leaned back easily in his chair. “Don’t you worry about a thing. We’ll get her out.”

“I hope so.”

“You know, you’re kind of cute.”

Hodges blinked. “We’re in the middle of a life-or-death situation and you’re hitting on me.”

“I can’t help it,” Russell said sullenly. “Just say, if we get out of this alive, that you’ll have a drink with me.”

“A drink. Okay. If we survive.”

“What are you two conspiring about?” Morales asked, clasping a hand on the back of Russell’s chair.

“Battle strategy,” Russell grinned up at Morales.

“Sure, sure you are.” Morales sighed. “Are we ready to go?”

“I think. They just broke off the hangar module from what’s left of the complex, but we have the backup power generator online to open the doors.”

“Then open them.”

“Aye, sir,” Russell said. After a few moments, he checked his panel. “Cumberland is away.”

“Well, my marines and your security officers are armed and ready back there.” Lazlo stepped up to join Morales. “Commander Morales, before things get too wild, let me just say it’s been great working with you.”

“Really?”

“Sure. You’re teaching me valuable lessons about how superior the leadership of the Federation Marines is.”

“Glad to be of service,” Morales muttered. “Lt. Hodges, heat up the engines. Russell, ready on weapons. Signal the crane ships and tugs to grab their respective modules.”

“Done and done,” said Russell as he plucked the controls on his panel.

“Move us out,” Lazlo said, grinning over at Morales. “Let’s do it to it, Commander.”

“Right. Do it to it,” Morales said dully. “Ahead full impulse.”

And the Yadkin thrummed out of the hangar bay.



Porter paced in front of Captain Woodall as the Orleans came out of warp. “What’s going on out there?”

“It looks like they’re preparing to move the cargo modules out of the way of the fight,” Woodall said.

“Maybe.” Porter rubbed his beard. “Can you locate Lt. Commander Morales out there anywhere?”

“Working,” said Lt. Pryce, Woodall’s tactical officer. She glanced up from her panel. “Aboard the runabout Yadkin.”

“Hail them.”

Woodall harrumphed.

“Hail them, please.”

Woodall looked back at Pryce and nodded assent.

Presently, Morales and Lazlo appeared on the screen, sitting in the rear seats in Yadkin’s cockpit.

“Well?” asked Morales.

“Five Multek ships are on their way,” Porter said with a grin. “Any luck on your end?”

“I can’t believe a Multek fleet is coming to attack the station and that’s the good news of the day,” Morales said, shaking his head. “Oh, yes, and we have the full cooperation of the Zenedron people.”

“There’s a change,” muttered Dr. Nelson.

“So what’s the plan?” asked Porter.

Morales seemed reluctant. “Well, we’re…”

“Spit it out,” commanded Lazlo.

“We’re throwing the remnants of Waystation Village at Waystation.”

Porter blinked. “Oh. Okay.”

“What kind of circus are you running here, Morales!” blared Woodall.

“A violent one,” Morales said dully. “Better call for Red Alert, Captain.”

“No kidding,” Nelson said, looking to Woodall.

Woodall glanced around the bridge. “Fine. Red Alert!” When did he lose control? Probably the second he approached this blasted sector of space.



Sesil grimaced at the view wall. “There’s the Orleans again. Just perfect. What are they doing?”

“Warming up weapons,” said Jones. “What do you think that means?”

Sesil glared at her. “Dear, that means they’re going to attack. Ready our weapons too.”

“Okay, if you say so, starry-eyes.”

“I say so.” Sesil watched the Orleans approach on the screen. A medium-to-small size as Federation starships went. And the construction fleet was barely armed, so they weren’t a threat. No worries, thought Sesil. Things were going just as planned. They’d dispense with Starfleet and then go on to recruit the rest of the quadrant.

“Looks like they’re commencing with an attack run,” said Jones eagerly. “Shall we blast them, shine-ola?”

“Yes! Blast them!” Sesil said, hopping up and down in place. “Blast the hell out of them.” He glanced over his shoulder at his captives. “Oh, and here I should say something especially poignant.”

“You mean something along the lines of ‘watch your pathetic Federation collapse’?” offered Bradley Dillon.

“Close,” Sesil said, tickling a pointed ear. “How’s this? Watch your worthless Federation be destroyed in a bloody fireball!”

“That was excellent,” said McGrath.

Sesil turned back to watch the attack. The shake of quantum torpedoes from the Orleans was barely noticeable against Waystation’s superior shields.

But when Waystation lashed out at the Orleans, that was another story. The Steamrunner-class ship veered away, shields flaring bright blue.

“More, more!” shouted Sesil.

Wagner grimaced. “Now, Maruac!”

And with a graceful cha-cha move, Maruac slammed the console he’d wandered over to.

“What–” Sesil exclaimed, when an explosion from the Orleans attack blew up panels beside him and knocked him off his feet.



“Hull damage on the ops level!” cried Pryce. “Direct hit. Their shields are down!”

“What?” Woodall asked, as the Orleans shook against the brunt of Waystation’s attack.

“Someone must be on top of things over there,” said Nelson.

“We might as well take advantage of it!” Woodall exclaimed. “Take out their main weapons clusters now, Pryce!”



“Look at that!” Morales said, springing to his feet as a chunk of the hull around the Ops module blew away.

“Someone got the shields down,” reasoned Lazlo. He whirled toward his panel. “Activating the Mongoose’s phasers now.”

“Send it through the hangar door before they can get the shields back up,” Morales said, turning to Russell. “Lieutenant, signal the construction fleet. Tell them to hold back on throwing the modules. No need to do unnecessary damage if we can get in as is.”



Consoles flared to life aboard the Marine Transport Mongoose. Lazlo’s subspace remote activation sequence registered in the computer, and it executed his commands. Phasers flared at the hangar door, blasting it outward, and the Mongoose’s aft thrusters pushed it forward across the smooth deck. The tiny vessel thrummed forward, wedging itself tightly within the tear in the hangar door and waiting for further orders.



“We’ve got penetration!” said Lazlo.

“Take us in, Hodges,” Morales ordered. “Mr. Russell, prepare to transport us over.”

That’s when phasers flared from the station at the Yadkin, sending it spiraling away.

“Plan B?” Russell cried, gripping his sparking panel.



Woodall edged out of the command chair. “Move to cover the Yadkin, helm!”

“Aye, sir,” the helm officer responded.

“Signal the Cumberland. Have them beam their people over to Waystation,” said Porter.

“And get those people off the Yadkin before it blows!” Nelson said, watching her panel.

Porter leapt to the aux engineering panel and began the transporter sequence. “I’m beaming them right over to Waystation.” He looked up at the viewscreen as a blast soared past the Orleans, pounding the Yadkin, which promptly blew into tiny flaming pieces.

“She was a good ship,” muttered Porter.

“She was a glorified shuttlecraft,” Nelson corrected. “Now, about Waystation–”

Another blast rocked the Orleans, sending people flying over their panels.

“Take out those quantum launchers, Pryce!” called Woodall, stumbling over to ops.

“I’m trying but–”

Woodall glanced back. “But?”

Pryce frowned. “Waystation just put their shields back up.”



“Nice maneuver, Mr. Vice President,” Sesil said, wiping blood from his lip and staggering across the smoky Ops center to join Maruac, who had been re-bound and shoved back among his fellow captives. “You just royally screwed up this whole operation.”

Maruac just shrugged.

“Don’t you shrug at me!” Sesil said shrilly. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”

He nodded.

“If I wasn’t enlightened, I would gut you where you stand!”

“Good thing he’s enlightened,” Bradley whispered.

“And you shut up!” Sesil swung toward the console he now realized was tactical. “Mr. Humphries,” he said to the marine. “What is the condition of the Orleans?”

“Her shields are down to forty percent.”

“And the runabouts?”

“One destroyed. One empty.”

“Empty?”

“Apparently their crew beamed over here.”

“Over HERE!” Sesil cried. “Why didn’t you say so!”

“You didn’t ask.”

“Well don’t just stand there! Take some of our…good followers…and go round up those Starfleet people. NOW!”

“Yes, shinyness!” And Humphries and a grouping of Starshine Kids disappeared into the turbolift.

Sesil turned back toward Jones. “Now, Jones, let’s get this straight. I want you to destroy every ship out there. No, not destroy. Pulverize! Into little itty bits!”

“Uh…” Jones stammered, hands twitching at her controls.

“I am your shiny master and I gave you a shrill order! Now you carry it out!”

“Don’t do it Tina!” Bradley called. “Those are your friends over there.”

“My friends…starshiners are my friends.”

“No, they aren’t!” Admiral Wagner shouted. “They took over your station and are trying to kill your friends. They’re trying to make YOU kill your friends.”

“Huh?”

McGrath shook his head. “Yeoman, you’re a Liaison officer, right?”

Jones rubbed her eyes. “Uh…I…think…”

Bradley saw where McGrath was going. “You’re supposed to HELP ships that come to Waystation. Not destroy them!”

“You’re right…why…am…I…” Jones stared at her hands, cocking her head almost robotically. “What…am…I…”

“Oh, fiddlesticks!” Sesil cried. “Spoink, relieve Jones and blast those ships.”

“Gladly,” the former Vulcan comedian said, pushing Jones away from her console.

Jones sunk down next to Bradley and the others. “My head hurts. What’s going on around here?”

“You’re the best liaison officer I ever saw, Yeoman,” McGrath said warmly. “If we get out of this, you deserve a promotion.”

“I want a nap.”

“That too.”



Porter held on for dear life as the Orleans spun around him and klaxons blared. “Tell the construction fleet to start tossing modules at Waystation. It’s our only hope!”

“Emergency power!” Woodall called out. “Stabilize that warp pylon. More power to shields!”

Nelson gripped the railing that surrounded the command chairs. “Jack, you sure know how to throw a party!”

“You’re just saying that,” Woodall said wryly, squeezing the ops chair.

Just then, the forward turbolift doors swung open and an angry-looking Andorian stomped out.

“I am Ih’mad, of the thirtieth hive V’sann, and I have a complaint!”

“Tell it to someone who gives a damn!” shouted Nelson.

Ih’mad pretended not to notice her. “There is no relish in the ship’s mess!”

“I’ll give you relish,” grunted Woodall. “Fire quantum torpedoes. Focus on the upper saucer. Full spread, multiple yields!”

It was then that Ih’mad seemed to notice the commotion on the viewscreen. At that moment, a large, greenish cargo module hurled into the connecting tube between the two huge saucers that made up the new Waystation, bouncing off and causing the shields to flare up bright. At the same time, a quantum torpedo sailed into a space crane, causing it to lurch to port, breaking apart, smashing right into the Orleans.

“Collision alert!” cried Pryce, as the ship rattled underneath the space crane’s explosion.

People were tossed to the deck. Woodall slammed face-forward into Ops.

And Ih’mad stepped quickly back into the turbolift. “Never mind. I was never here.”

Woodall reeled back to the deck, blood dripping from a gash on his forehead.

Nelson leapt the railing and hurried over to his side, grabbing an emergency medkit from underneath the command chair.

Porter loomed over her, wincing as sparks sputtered from ops. “How bad is it, Nelson?”

Nelson frowned. “He has a severe concussion. He’ll be commanding a biobed for the next week.”

“Great,” Porter muttered. “Where’s the First Officer?”

Pryce fidgeted behind her station. “According to our sensor logs, Commander Yates was blown apart by an exploding power conduit on deck seven.”

“Which section?” asked Porter, with grim curiosity.

“The rest room area, sir.”

“Ooh, what a way to go,” Porter muttered.

“You need to take command!” Nelson cried, cradling Woodall’s head in her lap and shoving a hypospray into his arm.

“Yippee,” Porter said, heading back to the command chair. “Ensign Pryce, pour it on.”

“Aye, sir.”

And the Orleans sailed back toward Waystation.



“Boy, this place looks great,” Lt. Colonel O’Neil mentioned, bringing up the rear of the huge occupying force that had been beamed aboard the new Waystation. Morales wasn’t taking any chances.

“Except for the parts that are right now being blown apart, it is pretty nice,” muttered Lazlo.

Morales shook his head. “So much for the renovations.”

“We can always renovate it some more after all this,” Russell offered, cradling his phaser rifle.

Lazlo and Morales glared at him; he immediately shut up.



Buck Winters frowned at the tiny viewscreen aboard the tug Garth Brooks. “Would you look at that.” Tiny pods and workbees sailed in front of him; cargo modules slammed into Waystation. Dead ships listed by, out of control. And the Orleans sailed around the huge station, weapons still firing.

“Our fleet is d-d-dimin-d-diminish–”

“Spit it out, Chuck,” Buck muttered.

“Our fleet is getting smaller.”

“No sh**.” Buck chewed his duranium toothpick and watched the carnage. “Something’s gotta be done.”

“You got an id-I-I-ide–you got a thought?”

“Sure do. Plot a collision course. Right for Ops. Knock that bastard Sesil into the next stardate.”

“B-b-b-b-b-ut–”

“Do it!”

Buck thought back to his idol’s greatest song as the Brooks thrummed toward Waystation, engines on full.

“And I will sail my vessel, till the river runs dry…” Buck sang. “Damn it, I’m comin’ to meet ya, Garth!”

Then, Chuck let out a whoop. “W-w-w-w-w-wait!”

“W-w-w-what?” Buck demanded.

“L-l-l-look!” Chuck pointed at the screen.

“Damn it! Pull us back, boy!” Buck cried, yanking off his ballcap and tossing it down joyfully.



“Shields are almost down!” Pryce called out. “Lateral phaser arrays are dead. Aft quantum tube jammed. Life support out on decks seven, nine, and thirteen.”

“We have to pull out of here,” Nelson said, as she lugged Woodall into the spare command chair.

“But what if Morales and the others fail?” Porter asked. “We can’t just let them have Waystation.”

“Mr. Porter,” Nelson said, standing up to face Porter at the front of the bridge. “You have an obligation to the innocent civilians aboard this ship, and out in that construction fleet. You have to pull us out of here before we’re all blown to bits. If Morales and Lazlo are over there, we’ve got a fighting chance to beat Sesil. But we’re not going to get anything accomplished by becoming space-dust!”

“Pardon me,” Pryce said meekly from her place at tactical. “But would the two of you care to look at the viewscreen.”

Porter turned. “Holy crap. There they are.”

Six oblong Multek vessels sailed into the fray, weapons blaring at Waystation.

“Gooly to Bibble,” came a voice over the comm.

Porter just stood there watching the viewscreen.

“Gooly to Bibble.”

Nelson nudged him. “That’s you, Craig.”

“Oh, right. Bibble here.”

“We’ve arrived, Captain. And let me say, that pretend station of yours packs a real wallop.”

“We know, Gooly, we know,” Porter muttered. “Give ’em hell.”



“Where’d those ships come from?” Sesil demanded, turning on Spoink.

“Multek space,” Spoink said. “It appears they’re breaking our defenses, as well.”

“Well, super!” Sesil said sarcastically. “Fend them off!”

“I will try. Normally, these defenses would be adequate to fight the Multeks, but we’re already weakened.”

“You all have such a beating coming!” Sesil groused, turning on his captives.

“We aim to please!” said Bradley Dillon, as suddenly the deckplate before him blasted open and Colonel Martin Lazlo popped out. He turned his phaser to face Sesil.

“Good afternoon, good Vulcan. Hope you don’t mind some uninvited guests.”

“Get him!” Sesil commanded to his people. But before they could move, two Jeffries tubes, one on either side of ops, popped open and Starfleet security officers and Federation marines alike tumbled out, Morales at the lead from one end and Russell from the other, all wielding phasers.

“You get him,” Morales said, nodding to Russell.

“No, no, no!” Sesil exclaimed. “This can’t be. I have omnipotence on my side!”

“Could’ve fooled me,” Russell grinned, grabbing Sesil by the arms and slapping a pair of restraints on him. He nodded at his officers, who likewise restrained the others.

Lazlo bent down and undid the binders on Bradley, McGrath, Maruac, and Wagner. “You guys okay?”

“None the worse for wear,” Wagner said.

“What are you saying?” asked McGrath. “We’re plenty the worse for wear.”

“It’s just an expression.”

“Hah!”

“Mr. Maruac?” Lazlo asked, facing the Vice President.

Maruac saluted, then bowed regally.

“You’re welcome, sir,” Lazlo said. “I really respect you. Even though I voted for the other guy.”

Maruac grinned and gave Lazlo “thumbs up.”

“This is not how it will end!” Sesil commanded. “Nope, nope, nope.”

“How do you figure?” asked Russell.

Morales folded his arms. “You planning on conjuring up some lips from out of nowhere?”

“As a matter of fact…” Sesil raised his eyes ceiling-ward. “Critics, make yourselves visible. Show these pitiful Starfleeters your true form and dispense with them.”

The lips appeared suddenly before Sesil, to the shock of everyone gathered in ops, except for the Starshine Kids.

“Yeah, yeah, here we are,” the lips muttered, seeming out of breath. “Listen, Sesil,” the lips said. “We need to talk.”

“About what?”

“A lot of things!” the lips said shrilly. “But first we need to get out of here!”

“Why? Can’t you dispense with these fools?”

“Sure. But we’ve got other worries. Now let’s go.”

“No, no, no!”

The Critics turned, as if looking over their shoulder (if they had a shoulder).

“There’s no time for debate, little one!”

“Hey,” Morales said, momentarily ignoring the Critic. “Where’s Commander Beck?”

Just then, with the thrum of a rattling engine, a green, wood-paneled station wagon appeared over the heads of all gathered in ops.

The doors on either side creaked open and Beck and Leximas climbed down. Once they were out, the vehicle promptly vanished.

“There you are you sneaky devil,” Beck said. “Thought you’d escape to the material plane, huh?”

“Leave me alone!” the lips shouted, and grabbed Sesil by the arm like a dog would grab her pup. “Now come on, Sesil. Let’s go before they send the axe murderer after me again.”

“What happened to your lip?” Sesil asked, noting the large bandage around one end of the Critic’s lip.

“I don’t want to talk about it.” The Critic turned toward the center of ops, where a large, reddish vortex was forming.

“Well, where are we going?”

“Ever hear of a place called the Delta Quadrant? It’s awfully nice this time of year.”

“Oh, shrantz!” Sesil cursed, and held on tight to the Critic’s lip as they flew through the spinning vortex and disappeared.

As the vortex winded to a close, everyone head Sesil’s diminishing voice cry out: “I’ll be baaaaaaaaaack….”

Beck shook her head. “Sure you will, you pointy-eared kook.”

Leximas put a hand on Beck’s arm. “Don’t take that warning lightly. Sesil, and the Critics, will be back. And next time it will be harder to vanquish them, believe that.”

“I think we can handle them.”

“‘We’ will not do anything,” Leximas said. “I must go.”

“Go?” asked Beck.

Morales stepped forward out of the crowd as Russell ordered his men to take Sesil’s former followers down to the new brig. They’d be the honorary first guests down there. “Leximas…how can you be alive?”

“What do you mean?” Beck asked, looking from Morales to Leximas.

“I am not.”

Beck blinked. “You’re not what?”

“Alive, in your terms,” Leximas said softly. “I was, in fact, blown to pieces when my module was destroyed by the Starshine Kids.”

“Then how can you be here?” Bradley said, pushing forward from between Wagner and McGrath.

“Because I am now part of the spiritual plane. I am only in corporeal form through sheer force of will. It is now time for me to return to the spiritual plane to begin my destiny. Preparing for the next battle with the Critics.”

“You’re…leaving…” Bradley said. They’d formed what he thought of as a great friendship over the past two years. “I don’t believe it.”

“The time I meditated here ended at the precise moment of that explosion. It is now time to continue a new phase of my existence.”

Beck offered her hand to Leximas. Confused, momentarily, Leximas soon realized what Beck was doing and gently shook the Commander’s hand. “I wish you all luck in your future endeavors. The road ahead is rocky indeed.”

“Nothing we can’t handle,” Morales said easily.

“Don’t be so sure.” Leximas grinned mysteriously and glowed bright, then dimmed like a light being turned down, and finally, off.

“I’ll miss her,” Lazlo said. He immediately earned confused looks from Beck and Morales. “What? I’m not some emotionless monster.”

“We’ll see about that,” Beck said, turning to Morales. “Well, Mr. Morales, I expect you have a lot to rep–”

Then a blast rocked Waystation.

“Sean–” Beck looked to Russell, who quickly took tactical.

“It’s the Multeks,” Russell reported. “They’re still attacking.”

“Still?” asked Beck, confused.

“Uh,” Morales said. “We sort of enlisted their help.”

“I’m really looking forward to this report,” Beck said. “Russell, hail them and–”

A bleep from Russell’s panel interrupted Beck. “Commander, I’m getting a hail. From the Orleans.”

Beck shrugged. “On screen. Or wall. Whatever.”

Porter appeared on the wall, looking sheepish in the command chair of the Orleans. “Commander. Good to see you again.”

“Likewise. Uh, the Multeks…”

“I took care of them, Commander. Convinced them that they’d successfully convinced you that Waystation isn’t real again. They’re returning to their space convinced that none of us is real and will pretend they never met me.”

“That’s…good work, Craig,” Beck said, rubbing her eyes. “I guess.”

Admiral Wagner stepped up, placing a hand on Beck’s shoulder. “I don’t know what you did to stop those omnipotent creatures, Commander, but it worked.”

“Just something I learned from Mike Myers.”

“Who?”

“Never mind.” Beck looked around at her crew, such as it was. “Okay, guys. Let’s see about repairing this place so we can open for business in the near future.”



That night, Bradley tossed and turned in the plush, king-sized bed he had in his quarters on the new Waystation. With Waystation Village gone, the residents and crew had been forced to move into the slightly-damaged new facility. But Buck Winters had assured them that with just a few minor renovations to the renovations, they’d be as good as new. And since Buck thought the battle was so much fun, he even offered the services of Zenedron to fix any damage to Bradley’s hotel, offices, and store.

Honestly, Bradley couldn’t have cared less at the moment. His mind was elsewhere. He knew that Leximas wasn’t really dead. Her body may have been destroyed, but her…soul, life-force, essence, or whatever, was still out there.

But the result was the same for Bradley. She was gone. His one friend on the entire station was gone. Bradley had never had much use for close relationships in his life. Business kept him fulfilled, but Leximas had changed that. She had no interest in his dealings or his income. She was only concerned with him, and she truly cared. For that, she’d mean more to him than she’d ever know.

He hadn’t even said goodbye. That was the part that hurt the most. She’d been there, all astral and glowing, and all he could think to say was “You’re leaving? I don’t believe it.” Of all the stupid…

“Mister Dillon,” a familiar voice said softly in the darkness of his bedroom.

Bradley shot up in bed and looked around. “Lexi?”

Gradually, her form shimmered into existence a few feet away from his bed.

“You did not think I would leave without saying goodbye, did you?” she said serenely.

“I…I didn’t know,” Bradley said. He smiled weakly. “I’m sure you’ve got a busy death ahead of you.”

“I do indeed. There is much to learn if the Critics are to be stopped. However, I felt the need to stop here first.”

“I’m glad you did. There’s so much I want to…”

“I understand…Bradley. You have been a friend and companion to me throughout my time here, and I thank you for that. You taught me the ways and customs of your people and extended me many kindnesses that I’m afraid I cannot repay.”

“But you did,” Bradley replied. “You already did. I’m going to miss you…more than you know.”

“Actually, I believe I do know,” Leximas said smiling warmly. It was the first time Bradley had ever seen her smile like that. She placed her translucent hand on top of his; he could feel a rush of cold energy touching him.

“Goodbye, Lexi,” he said.

“Goodbye…my friend.” Then she disappeared, her body gradually fading from view as Bradley strained to commit her visage to memory. A moment later, she was gone.

And for the first time in his adult life, Bradley Dillon cried.



THE DELTA QUADRANT



Sesil watched with growing excitement as his ship, recently acquired by the Critics, fire-red and thrumming with fierce power, sped through space.

According to the Critics, there were some people from the Alpha Quadrant here in the Delta Quadrant, or the “DQ” as they casually referred to it, and it was up to Sesil to recruit some for his new Starshine Kids, since those saps at Waystation had taken all his former followers.

The Critics assured him that getting these humans would be a piece of cake. They also encouraged him to stay away from a ship known as Aerostar and a certain creature named Mirk. They’d deal with that end of the operation for now.

So, obligingly, Sesil went where he was told and found himself a huge Borg ship, pounding away at a slightly less huge ship of unfamiliar design.

Sesil plunked the controls on his panel at the front of his massive vessel to key into the audio.

“Flarn Starship Vendregad, you will leave the area immediately. You do not possess what we are looking for. If you remain in our path you will be destroyed,” said the Borg in their always-snarly voices.

“Whatever!” Sesil said joyfully. His ship was safely tucked into the subspace manifold, as the Critics had instructed him, so he was out of danger. He gleefully watched the Borg slice the so-called “Flarn” ship in half and dart out of the system.

“Well well well, what do we have here,” Sesil said, cracking his knuckles and watching the viewscreen. He counted the human life signs on his lower panel. How he hated doing everything for himself. So lonely! But that wouldn’t be a problem for long. He counted 100 humanoids over on that dead Flarn ship. Sesil happily sped out of the pocket in subspace to capture his new followers. “Oh, shiny times are back again, shiny times are back again!”

And he activated his transporters. Boy, were these kids in for a surprise!



WAYSTATION - TWO WEEKS LATER



Yeoman Tina Jones stepped out of the turbolift into ops and immediately had to close her eyes to block out the rush of memories that came back to her. She could almost see Sesil and that blasted orb sitting there.

“You’re up late,” the voice of Lieutenant Commander Morales said. Jones forced her eyes open again. Morales was standing over by the docking control console. The only other person in ops was Ensign Mason. Of course, night shift was usually pretty sparse.

“Yeah,” Jones replied. “Counselor Miller thought it’d be a good idea. Aversion therapy. I don’t know if I trust him, though.”

“Lieutenant Porter seemed to think he knew what he was doing.”

“Yeah, but he keeps asking for pictures of me in swimwear.”

“Maybe he finds them therapeutic,” Morales replied with a smirk.

“I guess it could be worse. At least Sesil didn’t shave my head like the rest of the converts. And I hear Lazlo is putting the marines who joined Sesil through Hell.”

“I’m sure it will be better than staying a brainwashed zombie,” Morales said. “Of course, we’re not even supposed to be talking about this.”

“We aren’t? Why not?”

“Vice President Maruac had the whole incident declared classified. As far as the Federation’s concerned, there’s no such thing as the Starshine Kids.”

“Let’s hope Sesil feels the same way,” Jones said.

“Sir,” Mason said. “The last of the Zenedron ships has just entered warp.”

“So, it’s official. We’re open for business,” Morales said.

“Here’s to two more years of nothing happening,”Jones said. “I think I’m ready for a break.”

“Sir!” Mason exclaimed. “I’m picking up some sort of activity in the Bermuda Expanse!”

“The Bermuda Expanse? What the hell?”

“It’s a ship. We’re being hailed.”

“On speakers.”

“Is anyone out there?” a voice asked fearfully. “Is this the Alpha Quadrant?”

“Who is that?” Jones asked. Morales just shrugged.

“I’m trying to get a reading, sir,” Mason said. “They’re at the edge of our scanning range, and the data is a bit screwy due to interference from the Bermuda Expanse.”

“Screwy, huh?” Morales said. “Is that better or worse than wonky?”

“With all due respect, sir, I don’t appreciate the joke. I’m a trained professional.”

“No offense meant, Mason. Just put me through to the ship.”

“You’re on.”

“This is Waystation, Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales speaking, and you are indeed in the Alpha Quadrant. Now who the hell is this? And where the hell did you come from?”

“That’s a long story, Commander,” the voice replied.

“Sir, I’ve got an ID on that ship. It’s the USS Aerostar.”

“Aerostar!” Jones exclaimed. “But they’re…”

“Back,” Morales said. “Mason, get Commander Beck up here. She’s going to want to see this….I take that back. She isn’t going to want to see this, but she’d better anyway.”

“The Aerostar,” Jones said again in shock. “We’re officially open for ten seconds and they show up. I don’t think that’s a good sign for our future.”

“Me either, Yeoman. Me either.”



THE END…FINALLY



And there you have it! We hope you enjoyed reading this series as much as we enjoyed writing it. And be sure to check out the adventures of the USS Aerostar in Star Traks: The Vexed Generation. Just follow one of the numerous links scattered throughout the Traks pages. Thank you and good night…or day depending on when you’re reading this.







Something They Ate



Anyone watching from the outside as the Runabout Cumberland dipped up and down, wove around and zigged from side to side would be forced to come to the conclusion that the pilot was drunk.

Of course, considering that the Cumberland was in the middle of open space at the time millions of miles from the nearest star system, space craft, or outpost, anyone watching from the outside would have been sitting alone in deep space and probably would have much more pressing concerns to deal with, but I digress…

Inside the Cumberland sat two people. At that particular moment, they most likely would have won any competition for the Most Miserable People in the Cosmos.

“Urk…turn back on the autopilot,” Commander Lisa Beck gasped as she clenched her spasming stomach.

“Trying,” Lieutenant Craig Porter replied weakly. The pain racking his digestive tract was unbearable. He could swear it was actually spreading into his limbs and skull as he tried to force his hands to input the correct commands.

“Why?” Beck moaned to the universe. She fell out of her seat and onto the floor of the runabout cockpit, curling up into a fetal ball. “WHY?”

“Because we had to,” Porter replied. He finished inputting the commands and collapsed beside Beck. Sitting up was just too agonizing.

“No more state dinners…ever.”

“Fine by me.”

Beck’s feverish mind ran through the evening’s events. Maybe it was some sort of revenge. Why else would Admiral Frank McGrath have specifically requested her presence at his birthday dinner on Starbase 94? The last and only time she’d seen the man prior to that was when he was held hostage with her by the Starshine Kids on the refitted Waystation. This food poisoning…if that’s what it was…couldn’t be a coincidence.

Poor Porter. She never should have brought him along. And she shouldn’t have insisted on leaving right after dessert. They could have been resting somewhat comfortably in the starbase infirmary right now. As it was, they’d run through everything in the runabout’s medkit and in the replicator memory that could possibly help them to no avail.

“Thanks…for…inviting me,” Porter said, each word bringing a new wave of nausea.

“No…problem,” Beck replied, forcing a smile. Porter’s eyes rolled up into his head as he lost consciousness. At least it had to be better than this misery.

Through her own pain, Beck heard a soft beeping from the runabout’s control console. She forced herself up on her knees and staggered over to the panel.

It was the proximity alarm. A ship was close. Her vision suddenly blurred as her whole body shook unsteadily. Not much time left.

Beck slammed her hand down on the comm system, opening a broad band channel.

“Help,” she croaked, then fell back, landing squarely on Porter as she too lost consciousness.



“Doctor, I think she’s coming around.”

The soft female voice broke through the darkness clouding Beck’s mind. Beck tried to open her eyes, but her body wasn’t totally responding just yet. Gradually, her various senses returned. She was laying in a bed. She was on a ship. She could feel the thrum of engines… Starfleet engines by the sound of it.

A weight pressed down beside her legs near the end of the bed.

“Can you hear me, Commander?” a male voice asked. “If not, vomit three times.”

“Not funny,” she said weakly, her voice barely a whisper.

“Sounds like she pegged you quick, Hawk,” another male voice said from farther away.

With another major effort, Beck willed her eyes to open. This time she was successful. She was on a ship, all right. A medical ship by the look of it judging by the number of beds around her.

“You’re in post-op,” the man seated at the end of her bed explained. “Instead of just disagreeing with you, whatever you ate decided to tear you apart from the inside out.”

“Lovely,” Beck said, focusing on the man speaking to her. He looked to be in his mid-30’s with straight black hair and smiling mischievous eyes. “Where’s Porter?”

“He’s fine,” the other male voice said, stepping over beside her bed. He was tall, with brown hair, a thick mustache, and the same warm glint in his eyes that her bed guest had.

“Where is he?” she asked.

“He left just a couple of minutes ago. I think he was headed to the bridge to talk to our captain.”

“I’ll let him handle that,” Beck said.

“Good plan considering I haven’t released you from my care yet,” the man on the bed said.

“And just when were you planning on doing that Doctor…”

“Pierce. Just call me Hawkeye. This is B.J. Hunnicutt. We were your tummy excavation team.”

“Thank you,” Beck said, her strength gradually returning. “If you guys hadn’t found us…”

“But we did, luckily for all concerned. Give me your hand.”

“Why?” Beck asked.

“I need to check your vitals.”

“They have tricorders for that, you know,” Beck replied as she placed her wrist in Hawkeye’s hand. He placed his fingers on her pulse as a smile crossed his lips.

“I prefer that personal touch.”

“I bet.”



“Captain Potter, you’re talking about putting us close to a week behind schedule. We just can’t leave a whole ship sitting here waiting for two whiners with stomach aches to recover,” Doctor Frank Burns protested as he paced in front of the command chair of Captain Sherman Potter.

“Can it, Burns,” Potter snapped. “As far as I know, there isn’t anything that pressing in the Korenoth system.”

The turbolift opened onto the bridge allowing Lieutenant Porter to exit.

“One of the Waystation officers to see you, sir,” Ensign Walter O’Reilly said from the operations station right next to the turbolift.

“I can see that, Radar,” Potter said, rising from his chair.

“I know he’s a fellow officer, but doesn’t he need clearance to come onto our bridge?” Burns asked. “There’s protocol here.”

“Why don’t you and your protocol skedaddle before my foot sends the lot of you out an airlock?”

“Aye, Captain,” Burns groused as he retreated to the turbolift. “I hope you realize the inconvenience you’re causing, Mister!” he spat at Porter as he passed.

“Just ignore him,” Potter said, stepping over to shake Porter’s hand. “Good to see you up and around, son.”

“Thank you,” Porter said, returning Potter’s hand shake. The man had a surprisingly strong grip considering he looked to be well into his later years. “Where are we?”

“Pierce and Hunnicutt didn’t give you the welcome speech, I guess. Allow me. Captain Sherman Potter.”

“Lieutenant Craig Porter from Waystation.”

“Nice to make your acquaintance. As for where you are now, this is the U.S.S. M*A*S*H. NCC-4077.”

“Mash?” Porter asked confused. What a name? What were her sister ships? The Squash and the Crush?”

“It’s some old Earth army term. Means…Radar?”

“Mobile Army Surgical Hospital, sir,” the young ensign piped up from the rear of the bridge.

“Thank you, Radar,” Potter said. “We were on our way to the Korenoth system shipyards when we ran across your ship. Good thing we did, too. You two were in bad shape. Burns wanted us to press on to deal with our own problems, but this ship is not about to turn away from someone in need while I’m in command.”

“We appreciate that,” Porter said. “What sort of problems are you having?”

“Something in the blasted warp drive. Every time we try to push it above warp two, the whole ship starts bucking like a bronco with a bee sting. Hell if I understand it. Problem is our engineer doesn’t either. My first officer is down there with him right now trying to sort the whole mess out.”

“I’d be happy to lend a hand,” Porter said.

“I’d appreciate that, son,” Potter said. “Just take the lift to engineering and look for Commander Houlihan. She’ll be the blonde barking orders.”

“No problem. Please let Commander Beck know where I am if she needs me,” Porter said, heading back towards the lift.

“Sure thing,” Potter replied, heading back to his seat.

The turbolift doors opened, and Porter almost ran straight into a thin, kindly-looking man who was on his way onto the bridge.

“I’m terribly sorry,” the man said. He looked at Porter. “Oh, you’re from the ship we found.”

“Right. Lieutenant Porter. I need to get to engineering.”

“That’s fine. I was looking for you anyway,” the man said as he followed Porter into the turbolift.

“Engineering,” Porter said, setting the turbolift into motion.

“Counselor Francis Mulcahy,” the other man said, introducing himself. “I just wanted to check in with you and your commander to see if you were recovering all right.”

“Dr. Hunnicutt says I’m just fine,” Porter said. “And I don’t think I’m really psychologically scarred at all; although, I won’t be able to touch Eskerelian Chowder for a while.”

“A wise precaution,” Mulcahy agreed. “Well, if you should need to talk, my doors are always open.”

“I take it you don’t get a lot of business.”

“Sadly no. It’s a small ship, and the crew seems to deal with their problems in other ways.”

The turbolift started to slow down.

“What sort of ways?” Porter asked as the lift stopped and the doors opened, revealing Dr. Burns. He was currently coated in some sort of steaming green substance that was putting off a strong enough odor to take out a platoon of Klingons.

“Those ways, I’m afraid,” Mulcahy said, covering his nose.

“Where’s Pierce?” Burns demanded.

“Can you take the next car?” Porter asked, slapping the emergency close panel on the lift wall before Burns could protest.



Beck’s legs felt a little unsteady, but, before she could get much beyond an initial wobble, Dr. Pierce was there wrapping his hands around her shoulders to make sure she didn’t fall.

“Thank you, Doctor, but I can’t have you walking behind me forever.”

“Oh, it’s no problem. I don’t have any other pressing engagements,” Hawkeye replied.

“I’m starting to think you may be hitting on me,” Beck said trying to hide the laugh in her voice.

“Me? Never. You’re not my type at all. I can’t stand gorgeous red heads.”

“Be good, Doctor.”

“I am good. Some have gone so far as to say great.”

“Ah, so I see I’m not the first to get your personal touch.”

“You’re the first red headed commander of an out of the way space station.”

“I’m so honored,” Beck quipped. She took a few more far more steady steps forward away from Hawkeye. “Well, Doctor, am I fit for duty?”

“Everything seems to be moving the way it’s supposed to, but you don’t need to go rushing off into battle just yet. I’d like to keep you under observation for a couple more hours at least…just to be safe.”

“What about Lieutenant Porter?”

“I’m sure B.J. is observing him as we speak.”

“Right. Okay then, Doctor…”

“Hawkeye. Please. This formality is killing my mood.”

“Fine. Hawkeye, just what is there to do while I’m under observation?” Beck asked.

“I thought we’d go grab a bite to eat in the mess hall. You either forcefully ejected or we removed all the food in your stomach; you must be starving.”

Beck’s tired and abused stomach perked up at the idea of food… non-life-threatening food, and growled loudly.

“I’d say we have at least one yes vote,” Hawkeye said.

“Who am I to argue with my insides?” Beck said. “Lead the way.”



After escaping Burns and depositing Counselor Mulcahy a couple of decks later, the turbolift finally arrived in engineering. As with most medical ships, the engineering section was fairly small and manned by only a handful of personnel. At the center of it all rose a narrow matter/antimatter intermix chamber flanked by a main situation console. Judging by the animated discussion coming from the man and woman standing at that console, Porter concluded these were the people he was looking for.

“I’ve tried that, Commander,” the man was saying. He had a fairly dark complexion, most likely of some Arabic origin, but his most striking feature was his nose. Porter was surprised that an appendage that large didn’t require its own anti-grav unit to stay attached to the man’s face.

The woman was blonde and barking orders, just as Potter said she would be. “Then try realigning the warp coils, Klinger. And this time do it yourself instead of sending Rizzo!”

“It won’t help. I’m telling you, nothing is wrong with the coils.”

“Probably not,” Porter said, interjecting himself into the conversation.

“See,” Klinger said.

“And who the hell are you?” the woman demanded.

“Lieutenant Porter. One of your patients. I came to see if I could lend a hand.”

“Lieutenant Max Klinger. I can’t tell you how relieved I am to see you,” Klinger said, shaking Porter’s hand warmly. “Madam Charming here is Commander Margaret Houlihan.”

“I’m the M*A*S*H’s first officer,” Houlihan said with barely a glance in Porter’s direction. Instead, her glare was locked on Klinger. “And you would do well to remember that, Mister.”

“Can I see the data on the problem?” Porter asked.

“Gladly,” Klinger said, bending down and picking up one of the padds scattered on the floor of engineering. As he stood up, he winced. “God, I should not have worn hose today.”

“What?” Porter asked.

“Don’t ask,” Houlihan said, snatching the padd from Klinger, who was deep in extricating the pantyhose from his rear end. She handed the padd to Porter. “That’s the whole story, but I don’t know what you expect to find.”

“Probably nothing, like I said,” Porter replied. He had a hunch. Even with only a few engineers on board, if there was a problem with the engines themselves, someone should have found it…unless they were completely incompetent. And, with the bickering and pranks he’d seen so far, Porter had to admit that, in some ways, these people did border on Secondprize status.

He scanned through the reports on the padd quickly, checking for things that could be considered out of the ordinary. Satisfied that the engines were fine, Porter decided to try another avenue.

“May I?” he asked, gesturing to the main status panel.

“Be my guest,” Houlihan said, stepping aside so Porter could get to work. He pulled up the ship’s sensor feed and started checking on that hunch.



“So, is there a Mister Beck whose existence I should be blissfully ignoring?” Hawkeye asked as he sat across from Beck at one of the tables in the small mess hall.

“Not anymore,” Beck replied after swallowing a bite of her oatmeal. She’d decided to take it easy on her stomach for the first meal after surgery. Besides, the replicator didn’t have anything Andorian.

“What was he like…when he was around?”

“My father,” Beck said.

“Well, they say we all marry our parents.”

“No, he actually was my father. I’ve never been married. You just asked about Mister Becks.”

Hawkeye smiled. “I see that I need to be much more direct in my romantic inquiries.”

“Oh, you were making one?” Beck asked innocently.

“You wound me to the quick.”

“Why is this all about me? What about you? What sort of place produces the great Hawkeye Pierce?”

“I’m just a simple small-town boy from Maine,” Hawkeye replied.

“Married?”

“Would I be here with you if I was?”

“I think so,” Beck said.

“You could be right, but no. I’m am unfettered by any serious relationship entanglements.”

“That makes two of us,” Beck said.

“PIERCE!” a voice shouted from across the mess hall, completely spoiling the moment. Beck’s head turned to see a man storming towards their table. He appeared to be currently encased in some sort of green substance.

“Good morning, Frank. Did you do something different with your hair?”

“What is this?” Frank Burns demanded, pulling futilely at the gook covering his head. “Ow!” he cried after dislodging a bit of his hair in the process.

“I’m not sure, but if you need an appointment, I could see you later this afternoon.” Hawkeye looked back at Beck. “Or maybe we should make that tomorrow afternoon.”

“Very funny,” Burns snapped. “You did something to my shower. I just know it.”

“You’re sure you just didn’t accidentally use Margaret’s shampoo?”

Burns thought for a moment. “It was my sonic shower. You rigged it to beam something on me, you…disgrace to the uniform!”

“That’s why I never wear it,” Hawkeye replied. “Besides, you wouldn’t believe the chafing.”

“Potter’s going to hear about this!” Burns shouted, turning on his heel to go.

“You might want to get a shower first,” Hawkeye said. “Looks like you’ve got a little something on you.” He turned his attention back to Beck as Burns stormed out of the room.

“Should I even ask?” Beck said.

“Just showing my appreciation for a colleague.”

“I hope you never appreciate me that much.”

“Believe me, my appreciation for you would take an entirely different form.”

“You certainly don’t waste time.”

“It’s a fast-paced galaxy. I’m just trying to keep up.”

“Guess I need to run a little faster then,” Beck said. She had to admit that Hawkeye was charming. And she hadn’t been pursued like this for a long time. So, nothing would come of it. That was no reason not to play the game.

Without warning, she rose from the table and strode out of the room, tossing a glance over her shoulder at Hawkeye as she went.

Let the chase begin.



“What does that have to do with our engines?” Houlihan said irritated as Porter checked the readouts of the space beyond the ship.

“Everything,” Porter said. “Sort of.”

“What do you mean sort of?” Houlihan demanded.

“Now you see what I have to deal with everyday,” Klinger said. “She has no respect for an artist’s work.”

“Since when were you an artist?” Houlihan said.

“You are talking to Maxwell Klinger, fashion designer extraordinaire.”

“Bonehead extraordinaire.”

“Gotcha!” Porter exclaimed suddenly, startling Klinger and Houlihan.

“Don’t do that!” Houlihan said.

Klinger looked down at the monitor display Porter had called up. “What in the name of Toledo?”



Hawkeye, huffing and puffing like he’d just jogged up Mt. Everest, finally caught up with Beck as she stood casually leaning against the wall in a corridor several decks below the mess hall.

“When…you said…run faster,” Hawkeye gasped, collapsing against the wall beside her. “I didn’t think…you meant…that fast.”

“I like to challenge people,” Beck replied, barely winded.

“Or kill them.”

“Come on, Doctor. It’s good for you. Besides, I like a man who can work up a sweat.”

“How about a full-fledged downpour?” Hawkeye replied, wiping his sleeve across his forehead.

“Doctor Pierce, Doctor Burns, and Commander Lisa Beck to the briefing room,” a voice suddenly barked over the comm system. “And whoever left the Heidi program running in Holodeck One, please come get your lederhosen. That is all.”

“Playtime’s over, I’m afraid,” Beck said, pulling Hawkeye off of the wall he’d attached himself to.

“Play? I’d hate to see your idea of work.”

“Maybe. Maybe not,” Beck said, a wicked glint in her eyes as she headed down the corridor.



“We getting a lesson in abstract art?” Pierce asked as he walked into the briefing room with Beck and saw Commander Houlihan standing in front of a monitor displaying a strange, weblike image.

“Afraid not, Pierce,” Captain Potter said from the head of the briefing table. Klinger, Porter, Burns, Mulcahy and Hunnicutt were already seated waiting for Houlihan to begin.

“Commander,” Potter said, motioning for Houlihan to begin.

“This is the source of our engine trouble,” Houlihan said, pointing at the web on the monitor.

“Captain,” Pierce protested. “I was in the middle of something very important. Do I need to be here for an engineering problem?”

“You’re Chief Medical Officer. You stay,” Potter said.

“Beej is here. He can cover for me.”

“What a pleasure,” Hunnicutt said.

“Captain, could I continue?” Houlihan said.

“By all means,” Potter replied.

“Thank you. This webbing is wrapped around the port warp nacelle and hampering our warp field when we try to go above warp two.”

“Can’t we just go out there with phasers and blast it off then?” Burns asked. “Seems simple enough to me.”

“Sure…if you want to blow us all up,” Klinger said. “You can’t start firing phasers at the nacelles.”

“The other problem is that this webbing…or whatever it is…is actually in subspace,” Houlihan said.

“What?” Potter said, leaning forward in his chair. “How is that possible?”

“I’ll let Lieutenant Porter explain, since he’s the one that discovered it in the first place.” Houlihan sat down as Porter moved over to the monitor and switched the image to show various readouts of subspace energy, fluctuations, etc.

“Since the M*A*S*H’s engines seemed to be working fine, I felt that your problem had to be external. And since it was only happening in warp, subspace was the logical place to look.”

“Of course. Obviously,” Hawkeye quipped. He was quickly silenced by a sharp jab in the side from Beck’s elbow.

“Somehow these tendrils, or whatever they are, latched onto the ship while you were at low warp. If you’d hit them any faster, the resulting entanglement probably would have ripped the ship apart before you even realized what was happening.”

“There’s a pleasant thought,” Hunnicutt said.

“So what can we do?” Burns asked.

“Cut it off,” Porter said. “But very carefully. These tendrils dip deep into subspace and are incredibly thin. We’re talking about pains-taking work.”

“Requiring the hands of a surgeon,” Pierce said, suddenly understanding why he was there.

“Bullseye, Pierce,” Potter said.

“Wait a second,” Beck said, standing up and walking over to the sensor readouts. “What is this one showing?”

“Subspace fluctuations,” Porter said, seeing the readout Beck was pointing at.

“Look at the pattern.”

“What pattern?” Porter asked. “It’s almost random.” He stopped for a second, the realization dawning on him. “Almost.”

“That thing’s alive,” Hawkeye said, rushing over to join Beck and Porter.

“Are you sure?” Potter said.

“I think so. The emissions are regular, but not as repetitive as they’d be from a naturally occurring source.”

“But they’re also not as random as background noise,” Porter added.

“Wait, Pierce,” Burns said. “Alive and sentient are two very different things. This thing could be the intellectual equivalent of an amoeba.”

“Maybe so, but we still keep you around, Frank,” Hunnicutt said.

“Har har.”

“Captain, if this is a living organism, we cannot just kill it because it’s slowing us down,” Hawkeye said.

“Can we pull it off without hurting it somehow?” Mulcahy asked.

“We’d have to find a way to manipulate subspace on almost microscopic levels,” Houlihan said. “And we’d still need someone with very steady hands.”

“You let me worry about the hands,” Hawkeye said. “I just need someone to hand me an instrument.”

“What do you think, Klinger?” Potter asked.

“This is way out of my field. I’m an engine and evening-wear man.”

“We’ll need a very small subspace field coil…like out of the engine of a warp-capable probe,” Porter said.

“We have that,” Houlihan said, checking her padd of the ship’s inventory.

“And the emitter assembly of a magnetic decoupler,” Porter said.

“Check.”

“And a very small polaron inversion/conversion chamber like the kind they use in a warp dynamics lab.”

“Um…no,” Houlihan said.

“We’ve got one,” Klinger said.

“No we don’t,” Houlihan replied. “I know every piece of inventory on this ship, and a polaron-dohickey is not one of them.”

“I got one in a trade back at Starbase 342.”

“And just what did you trade?” Houlihan asked.

“Nothing on your list. I promise.”

“How much stuff do you have that’s not on my list?”

“This can wait, folks,” Potter said. “Preferably forever. Klinger, get Lieutenant Porter the parts he needs and get to work. In the meantime, Pierce, don’t do anything nasty to those hands. We’re going to need them soon. Dismissed.”

“So much for my idea for what to do with you this afternoon,” Beck whispered to Pierce.

“You’re just cruel.”

“I know,” Beck said. “I have to keep myself entertained.”

“And torturing me is entertaining?”

“You figured me out. If you’ll excuse me…” Beck got up from the conference table and left to confer with Porter about the tendril situation.



Two hours later, Lieutenant Porter gracefully steered the Runabout Cumberland, which had been safely stowed in the M*A*S*H’s shuttlebay, into position directly above the medical ship’s port warp nacelle.

“It is now safe to exit the ride,” he said into the comm panel.

In the rear of the runabout, Commander Beck and Dr. Pierce were just finishing climbing into their EVA suits so they could climb out onto the nacelle.

“Thanks, Craig,” Beck said. “We’ll be heading out in a minute.”

“No rush,” Porter’s voice replied over the comm system. “I don’t think anybody’s waiting for this particular parking space.”

Beck turned her attention back to Hawkeye. “You going to put that helmet on or what?”

Hawkeye uneasily flipped the helmet around in his hands a couple of times. “I’m getting there.”

“Claustrophobic?”

“Oh yeah.”

“How do you survive on a ship?”

“It’s big enough for me.”

“Well, don’t worry,” Beck said, putting a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “You’re heading into the biggest concentration of open space in the universe: open space.”

“Yeah, but I have to go locked into this thing,” Hawkeye replied ruefully.

“It’s better than going outside without a suit.”

“Can’t argue with that.” Hawkeye took a deep breath, let it out slowly, then put the helmet on and latched it to the rest of the suit. “You ready?”

Beck picked up the main section of Porter’s “subspace forceps,” as Pierce had dubbed them. The device was fairly large and had to be worn as a backpack with a cable leading out to the actual tool end. Since Hawkeye would have enough to deal with trying to perform a tricky procedure inside an EVA suit, it was decided that someone else would actually carry the backpack. Radar and Beck had both volunteered, but Beck’s greater EVA experience had won her the job. Besides, she was the one providing transportation out to the nacelle.

Beck pressed the panel by the hatch and watched the hatch slowly open revealing the nacelle below them and space beyond. “Just a quick hop down,” she said, making the small leap out onto the nacelle.

“You promise to catch me?” Hawkeye said weakly as he watched her go. With no other choice but to follow her lead, Hawkeye jumped down beside her.

Safely on the nacelle with their magnetic boots engaged, Beck and Hawkeye engaged the heads-up displays in their helmets that would allow them to see subspace fluctuations and filaments. Just ahead of them, a tangled, translucent gold mass stood out against the gray of the nacelle.

“I think we found our patient,” Hawkeye said, easing forward a step at a time. Beck adjusted the backpack and followed him to the site. They knelt down beside the mass and prepared to get to work.

“Is it pulsating, or am I seeing things?” Beck asked.

“I think it’s pulsating,” Hawkeye replied. “I hope that’s a good thing. Now where’s an end?” He took the subspace forceps in his hand and peered closely at the mass. Beck could see the sudden seriousness transform his features from jester to doctor. Without a word, he started the long process of untangling the tendrils walking around and around the nacelle as if it were nothing more than an operating table. His focus was solely on his patient.

More than half an hour passed before Hawkeye finally spoke.

“So, are you going to keep me company out here or what?”

“I didn’t want to break your concentration.”

“I don’t think you can help that.”

“You don’t give up, do you?” Beck laughed.

“Me? Who was so desperate to be alone with me that she agreed to take a walk in deep space?”

Before Beck could come up with a snappy retort, Hawkeye quickly moved off around the nacelle, forcing Beck to practically run to catch up so the cable connecting the parts of the subspace forceps would not rip.

“Almost there,” Hawkeye said, leaning down over another, much smaller tangle of subspace filament. “I think I’ve got the other end here!” he added triumphantly. Working methodically, Hawkeye loosened and shifted bits of the filament, freeing the end, which snaked through the other bits of the knot, untying the entire mass.

Beck and Hawkeye watched the entire string loosen, unravel from around the nacelle, and float off into space. Gradually, of its own accord, the string began to twist, slowly forming a spiral.

“Are you seeing this, too?” Hawkeye said in disbelief.

“It’s incredible,” Beck replied softly.

After completing its formation of a spiral, the string started to spin around and around, gradually lengthening itself out to look more like a spring. Then, with a sudden flare-up in energy, it zipped away.

“Nice work, Doctor,” Beck said.

“I guess it was pretty good,” Hawkeye replied.

“Some might even say great,” Beck said smiling. She wrapped her arm around Hawkeye’s and led him back to the runabout.



“Nearest we can figure, we picked up that little hitchhiker when we hit that plasma storm last week,” Captain Potter said as he, the other M*A*S*H officers, and their Waystation visitors sat in the mess hall having dinner.

“The storm must just be the manifestation in our universe of those life-forms’ pocket of subspace,” Porter added.

Potter turned to his operations officer. “Radar…”

“I’ll contact Starfleet first thing tomorrow and have warning buoys dispatched around the area,” Radar said, finishing Potter’s thought. “Yes, sir.”

“Good. So, Doctors, I think the last day has given me the answer to this, but how are our patients?”

“Right as rain,” Hunnicutt said.

“Afraid so,” Hawkeye added, giving Beck a smile.

“Glad to hear it, but we are going to miss you folks,” Potter said. “You’ve given us a big hand out here.”

“Anytime, sir,” Beck replied. “Thank you again for helping us. We’d love to stay, but we really need to get back to Waystation.”

“I understand,” Potter replied. “But before you go, we’ve got a little something we’d like to share with you. Everybody done stuffing their faces?”

“Yes, sir,” came the reply from the gathered officers. Beck and Porter exchanged a confused look as the M*A*S*H crew got up from their seats and headed out into the corridor. Houlihan took Porter’s arm to show him the way, drawing an angry glare from Burns. Meanwhile, Hawkeye hung back from the group to wait for Beck.

“I never even got to give you the complete Pierce experience,” Hawkeye said, walking side by side with Beck through the corridors.

“There’s always next time,” Beck said. “Waystation may be out of the way, but you can get there if you want to.”

“I’d love to take you up on that.”

“Then do it.”

Potter stopped the group in front of a set of holodeck doors. “Computer, run program Home One.” The computer blipped its compliance, and Potter took a step forward through the opening doors.

Inside was an outdoor camp set up. Several green tents and a long metal building were gathered around a small area at the base of a series of low mountains. Dirt roads stretched away from the camp in different directions as people in green uniforms rushed back and forth.

“What is this place?” Porter asked.

“It’s a real M*A*S*H,” Potter replied, heading deep into the simulation followed by Radar, Klinger, Burns, and Hunnicutt.

Porter suddenly felt a wave of nausea wash over him. He fell back against the door frame as Houlihan stepped up to him. “It doesn’t look like much, but some people called it home.”

“Help,” Porter gasped as he slid to floor.

“I guess this is goodbye,” Hawkeye said as Beck slumped into his arms, her body also overcome by whatever had hit Porter.

“Wh..what’s happening?” Beck asked weakly as Hawkeye set her down next to Porter.

“It’s time to leave,” Hawkeye said. “Goodbye, Lisa.” He kissed her lips gently, then walked off into the program with the others.

The last thing Beck saw through her blurring vision was the holodeck doors close. Then all was darkness.



“How is she, Doctor?” a familiar voice said, pushing through the darkness clouding Beck’s mind.

“Morales,” Beck said weakly, trying to open her eyes.

“Take it easy, Commander,” Doctor Amedon Nelson’s voice said as her hand gently pressed against Beck’s head to make sure she didn’t try to get up.

“You’re both going to be fine,” Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales’s voice said. Beck heard the slap and chirp of a hand hitting a commbadge.

“Morales to Roanoke. Beck and Porter are stable. Let’s get back home.”

“You got it,” Lieutenant Sean Russell’s voice said over the comm system. “I’ll follow you guys.”

“Acknowledged. Cumberland out,” Morales replied.

Beck finally managed to get her eyes opened. She was laying on the floor of the runabout cockpit, stretched out next to Porter, who also had forced his eyes opened. If his face mirrored hers at all, they both must have looked like utter hell.

“What happened?” Beck asked Nelson, who was leaning over her with a tricorder.

“You two didn’t make it back, so we came looking. Good thing, too. You both were in bad shape.”

“Food poisoning?” Beck asked.

“Yep. Most of the people at the dinner came down with it. Turns out the chefs didn’t know that Eskerelian clams are toxic to humans, Vulcans, Klingons, and half the other species in the quadrant. But that’s what you get for taking Porter.”

“What’d I do?” Porter said.

“I told you before, people go on missions with you, they end up needing medical attention.”

“I did too this time.”

“I’m sure Commander Beck finds that comforting,” Nelson replied. “You two get some rest.” Nelson closed her tricorder and headed up to take a seat next to Morales.

Porter and Beck lay silently for a moment. “I guess I just dreamt the med ship,” Porter said finally.

“You and me both,” Beck replied. It took a couple of seconds for what they just said to sink in.

Despite the weakness and pain racking their bodies, Beck and Porter sat up startled.

“What the hell?”






The Way We Were



Author’s Note: For those of you who are die-hard Traks fans or timeline obsessive, The Way We Were takes place shortly after the Vexed Generation book, Worlds Apart.



CHAPTER ONE



This is WAYSTATION!



Far on the edge of explored space, sitting like a beacon of hope

amongst the desolate and unfriendly void beyond, is

WAYSTATION, your gateway to the astounding mysteries of

the Beta Quadrant.



Towering at over 100 decks, WAYSTATION has the facilities

and resources to satisfy even the most selective galactic traveler.

Come see the many shops and services available to you in

Starfleet Square Mall, two full decks of the finest shopping in the

known universe. There you will find exquisite dresses at Krilik’s

Klingon Formal Wear, experience the seductive allure of Breen

lingerie at Nandegar’s Secret, and be struck with awe at the

incredible selection of merchandise available in Dillon’s Supply

Depot, your one-stop shopping extravaganza.



And when hunger strikes, there is no better place to be than

Dillon’s, rated 4 stars by the prestigious Gornian Galactic

Guide. Of course, many eateries are available on

WAYSTATION, such as Soup on a Stick, Sandwich or

What?, and an Andorian place. However, with Dillon’s

conveniently located right inside the hotel, guests of Starfleet

Suites will find little need to go anywhere else. So on behalf of

Bradley Dillon, Commander Lisa Beck, and the many residents

of WAYSTATION, civilian, Starfleet, and Federation Marine

alike…



WELCOME TO WAYSTATION





“Bah!” Dr. Orudek Hsell spat as he finished reading the Waystation promo piece and tossed the padd onto the coffee table in front of him.

“Bad read?” Dr. Hsell’s colleague, Dr. Bendan Ruped asked as the two Orion scientists sat in the lobby of the Starfleet Suites Hotel. By Bradley Dillon’s standards, the lobby was opulent. For most people, it bordered on ostentatious. Burgundy marble columns rose up from a floor of white marble. In the center of the room flowed a golden fountain carved in the shape of the Starfleet delta. At the rear of the lobby, two staircases headed up to the second level. Bradley designed those himself based on the grand staircase of the Titanic, one of his little obsessions. But despite the gilded wall ornaments, neatly dressed and pressed staff members, plentiful marble, and fine furniture, Hsell couldn’t find one decent thing to read. After rejecting this month’s issue of Milky Way Moguls, which had a cover story on Bradley Dillon, Hsell had been forced to turn to the Waystation travel brochure.

“Propaganda from that insufferable Bradley Dillon,” Hsell replied. “This entire station reeks of him.” Hsell looked at the chronometer on the wall again. “Bah! Where is Judel?”

“You men always take forever to get ready,” Ruped laughed.

“You laugh now, woman. But a few decades ago, I would have had your lovely green ass dancing for me,” the older man replied. “But this damn so- called progress…”

“…has allowed us to finish the project,” Dr. Judel Wynis said, walking up to the group. “Don’t listen to him, Bendan.”

“I wasn’t planning on it,” Dr. Ruped replied. “He knows he needs me.”

“Can we just go eat?” Hsell said, using his cane to get to his feet. “If I spend much more time in here, I’m going to be sick.”

“You’re just jealous, Orudek,” Judel said. “Face it, this Dillon’s a better pirate than your clan ever was.”

“Businessman! He’s a good businessman! As was my father!” Hsell snapped. “Now let’s go!”

The three Orions exited the Starfleet Suites lobby out onto the upper level of Starfleet Square Mall. Beings of every description hustled this way and that as they enjoyed the amenities Starfleet Square had to offer. But, unlike the crowded chaos of the days before Waystation’s renovation into the massive facility it was now, Starfleet Square was lively, but not a spark waiting to ignite.

Arriving in the food court, which overlooked the zero-gravity hover-rink located on the lower level, Hsell, Ruped, and Wynis ordered from Wok-a-Chodok, the only stand serving anything remotely palatable to Orions, and found a table between some of the other scientists attending the conference and a pair of Starfleet officers.

“Do you have the presentation ready?” Ruped asked Wynis as Hsell silently shoveled food in his mouth.

“All set. It won’t be fancy, but oh well. What about that mess with the station commander?”

“I worked it out. She’s going to let the prototype onto the station,” Ruped said.

“That’s exactly my point,” Hsell said suddenly, tossing his spork aside angrily. “You see what this human idea of progress has done to galactic society. Now we’ve got women telling us when and where we can take our masterpiece! If I had my way, that Beck woman would be working in a gentlemen’s club on Orion where she belongs!”



At the next table, Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales, Waystation’s first officer, and Yeoman Tina Jones, the station’s liaison officer stopped eating and looked at each other. Jones noticed the fury in Morales’ eyes and put her hand on his arm.

“You okay?”

“You heard what he said,” Morales said in an eerily disconcerting flat monotone.

“Yeah, but he’s an old fool just here for the conference. Don’t worry about it. Commander Beck could squash him like a gnat anyway.”

“You’re right. I’m fine,” Morales said, exhaling a large breath of air. “No problem.”



Back at the Orion’s table, Ruped glared at Hsell. “You could at least pretend to respect me, Orudek. I don’t want to listen to your salacious drivel.”

“I’m not talking about you. I’m just saying I like those Earth redheads,” Hsell continued. “Especially the tall, fiery kind like that Beck. It’d be fun extinguishing that fire. Lots of fun. I would…”

A strong hand suddenly grabbed Hsell’s head from behind and slammed it down into his plate of chodok stir fry.

“That’s just a warning there, sir,” the controlled voice of Morales said as he stood over Hsell, holding the Orion’s face in his food. “If I hear another line of talk like that, you’re going to find yourself in the brig for threatening a Starfleet Officer. Have a good day.” Morales yanked Hsell back up, slammed him into the back of his chair, and stormed out of the food court.

“How’s that for fiery,” Ruped laughed as a noodle slipped off of Hsell’s face.



“Commander! Commander Morales! Walter!!” Yeoman Jones shouted as she raced to catch up with Morales.

“I don’t want to talk about it, Yeoman,” Morales said as he headed into a turbolift.

“I’m sorry, sir, but as liaison officer, I have a duty,” Jones said, pushing into the lift just as the doors closed.

“Ops,” Morales said curtly. The lift started to move. Morales stared straight ahead as Jones looked at him in exasperation.

“If I’m supposed to be a liaison to these people and make them feel welcome, you can’t be smashing their heads into food,” Jones said.

“He was out of line.”

“With all due respect, sir, I think you were out of line.”

Morales turned on Jones, causing her to shrink back reflexively. “I sent a message, Tina. That’s all. I don’t like it when people threaten my friends.”

“He wasn’t threatening…”

“He might as well have been,” Morales interrupted.

“So, you would have done that if he’d been talking about me,” Jones said.

“Possibly. So what?”

“Well, I’ve just noticed that…” Jones trailed off, unsure if she wanted to go forward.

“What?”

“Nothing, sir. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.” Morales’ demeanor softened. “And I’m sorry I snapped at you, Tina. It was uncalled for.” The turbolift slowed to a stop and opened into ops. “See if you can give that guy a dinner somewhere,” Morales said, stepping out of the lift. “Charge it to my tab.”

“Yes, sir,” Jones said. “I’ll smooth things over.”

“Thanks,” Morales said. He gave Jones a warm smile as the lift doors closed, shutting her in the lift alone.

“Starfleet Square,” she said distractedly as she put another little piece into the Walter Morales puzzle.



“So, you looking forward to seeing him again?” Dr. Amedon Nelson asked as she and Commander Lisa Beck walked down the corridor headed towards Docking Bay 14.

“We weren’t exactly friends,” Beck replied. “This is more of an obligation. We were shipmates. I can’t just ignore his visit. Besides, better him than that Baxter twit. I couldn’t wait to his ship to leave.”

Beck and Nelson arrived at the shuttlebay just as the arriving vessel, a Starfleet shuttle, completed its docking sequence.

“You don’t have to stay,” Beck said.

“I don’t really have anywhere to be either,” Nelson replied as the shuttle hatch opened.

“Lucky me.” Beck plastered on a fake smile and stepped forward to greet the figure emerging from the shuttle.

“Jaroch! Great to see you,” Beck exclaimed, extending her hands to the man. Commander Jaroch, science officer of the USS Secondprize, Beck’s former posting, considered the offered hand then shook it.

“You appear to be well,” the Yynsian replied. “And the modifications to this station are impressive.”

“Awww. He’s a big softy,” Nelson said.

“Jaroch, this is Dr. Amedon Nelson.”

“Yes,” Jaroch said, shaking Nelson’s hand. “I remember you from our last stopover here. It is a pleasure to see you again.”

“I bet you say that to all the girls,” Nelson said.

“He didn’t say it to me,” Beck said.

“Quite,” Jaroch replied. He and Nelson exchanged an amused look.

“I can see this is going to be a joy,” Beck mumbled. “Come on, Jaroch. I’ll show you your quarters, and we can get some dinner.”

“Commander, if this simply an attempt to fulfill your perceived obligation to me as former shipmates, I assure you it is unnecessary. The fact that we spent three years on the same ship in no way requires us to spend time together now. I am solely here for the conference.”

“I thought dinner would be fun,” Beck lied…of course, she wasn’t about to admit Jaroch had been telling the truth. Somehow it seemed so callous coming from him.

“Oh yeah. She was practically skipping down the hallway in anticipation,” Nelson said.

“In that case, I will accept the invitation on the condition that you join us, Dr. Nelson,” Jaroch said.

“Great idea!” Beck said quickly. “Come with us.”

“I wouldn’t want to intrude,” Nelson said.

“You would not be intruding,” Jaroch said.

“Certainly not,” Beck added.

“Okay,” Nelson said hesitantly.

“Excellent,” Jaroch said. “Now then, if I could see my accommodations.”

“It’s not the Starfleet Suites, but you should find them comfortable,” Beck said, leading the way out into the corridor.

“They will be fine. I have no desire to stay in any facility associated with a Dillon.”

“Patricia’s still with Commander Dillon, huh?” Beck said.

“Yes. But I fail to see the relevance.”

“Of course you do,” Beck said, suppressing a smile. “Don’t worry, Jaroch. I’m sure you’ll find someone.” Beck looked over at Nelson, who quickly noticed the twinkle in Beck’s eye.

“Oh no,” Nelson said.

“Is something wrong, Doctor?” Jaroch asked, looking at Nelson with concern.

“No. Nothing,” Nelson replied, trying to ignore the huge grin on Beck’s face as the commander mouthed, “He wants you” over and over. “Just a slight pain in the neck.”

“I see,” Jaroch said, turning back to Beck, who by that time was the picture of innocence.

“Shall we go on,” Beck said, waving the group down the hall. She tried not to yelp as Nelson’s foot suddenly connected with the back of her leg.

“My apologies, Commander,” Nelson said quickly. “The pain must be affecting my coordination.”

“Right,” Beck said, limping off down the corridor.





CHAPTER TWO



Bradley Dillon stood at the rear of the Liaison Office in Starfleet Square Mall, impatiently flipping through a Simms Ship Lines brochure as he waited for Yeoman Jones to finish dealing with the two Hinarans in line ahead of him.

“…and the saunas are on Deck 84,” Jones said, pointing the location out of a large schematic of the station displayed on the office’s large monitor. “But be careful only to use Saunas One through Eight. Sauna Nine was designed for use by Gynulians, Densotes, and other species that enjoy being encased in molten slime. It would boil your skin off, though. Did you want an appointment?”

The two Hinarans shuddered and made a hasty retreat from the office. “Enjoy your time here at Waystation,” Jones called after them.

“Are you trying to ruin me?” Bradley demanded, throwing down the brochure and storming over to Jones’s desk.

“They didn’t want a sauna. So what?” Jones replied.

“Not them,” Bradley snapped. “I’m talking about your charming Commander Morales, who is single-handedly trying to destroy my science conference before it even starts!”

“I thought it was the Federation’s conference,” Jones said confused.

“Never mind that. Now what about this Morales business? You’re the liaison. Aren’t you supposed to prevent events like this?”

“Walter got angry and overreacted a bit. That’s all. But he had cause. You should have heard what that awful man was saying about Commander Beck.”

“That awful man happens to be Dr. Orudek Hsell, one of the most respected scientists on Orion!”

“Orion has respected scientists?”

“Yeah, I was surprised, too,” Bradley said. “But that’s not the point. This conference is the first big event Starfleet Suites has had. I need things to go perfectly. It’s your job to make sure things go perfectly. Understand?”

“It won’t happen again. Walter’s not a violent person. You know that. That Orion just pushed him too far.”

“Well, we have Romulans coming to this conference, Yeoman. What if one of them pushes Morales too far? And since when did he have a too far anyway? That man was as meek as a lemur when he came on board.”

“People change. You were poor when you came on board,” Jones said. Bradley bristled at the comment.

“Just keep Morales away from the scientists. I’ve convinced Hsell not to file assault charges.”

“Thank you, Mr. Dillon. And don’t worry. Walter will be fine.”

“Yeah yeah,” Bradley said, turning and exiting the office.



Commander Jaroch found himself in the unusual situation of being unable to pronounce, much less comprehend the sign outside of the restaurant Beck had chosen for dinner.

“Trust me. You don’t want to know,” Dr. Nelson whispered into Jaroch’s ear then headed off down the corridor of the mall.

“I thought she was joining us,” Jaroch said confused.

“She’ll be right back,” Beck replied, leading Jaroch into the crowded eatery. Jaroch immediately noticed the waitstaff. They were all Andorian. He did not take this as a good sign.

“Commander Beck, what a delight!” the Andorian matre’d exclaimed, rushing forward to shake Beck’s hand.

“I was here for breakfast, Ih’mad. Give it a rest,” Beck said.

“Of course. And who is this with you?”

“Commander Jaroch. Ih’mad. Can we get a table?”

“Right this way, Commander.” Ih’mad picked up two menus and wound his way through the restaurant to a secluded table for two in the back corner.

“Dr. Nelson will be joining us,” Beck said, glaring at Ih’mad.

“I see,” Ih’mad said, annoyance visible on his face. “Perhaps another table is in order.”

“Definitely,” Beck and Jaroch replied. Ih’mad led the duo to a slightly larger table in a more crowded area, bowed curtly, then headed back to the entrance as Jaroch attempted to make a meal selection from the menu.

“The portions here are big, so you won’t need to order much,” Beck said. A waiter scurried over, depositing a large bowl of a mushy orange substance in the middle of the table. “A bottle of Kaxxx’irsst 2251, if you’ve got any left.”

“Ih’mad set aside several bottles just for you, Commander,” the waiter replied, then scurried off again. Beck dug her hand into the orange mush, coming up with a big sticky glop which she popped into her mouth.

“Bread?” she said, gesturing to the bowl.

“Not of any sort I am familiar with,” Jaroch replied, eyeing the goop with disgust.

“Your loss.”

“Will Lieutenants Porter or Russell be joining us?” Jaroch asked. “I assumed I would be subjected to a Secondprize reunion.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, but Russell and Porter are out on a babysitting mission.”

“Excuse me?”

“Our resident Federation Marine Colonel got cabin fever and demanded to go on our next scouting excursion. Craig and Sean get the joy of playing tour guide.”

“I see,” Jaroch said as the waiter returned with the wine. “The staff here certainly is attentive.”

“Only to me,” Beck said. “Ih’mad is very grateful for the bigger restaurant. His place on the old station was about half this size.”

“I had no idea Andorian cuisine was this popular.”

“I can’t figure it out either, Jaroch,” Dr. Nelson’s voice said. She sat down out the table carrying a small container and a cup. She opened the box revealing a steaming helping of lasagna. Jaroch did not take this as a good sign either.

“Two of the organs of the day,” he caught Beck saying at the edge of his hearing as he longingly gazed at Nelson’s pasta.

“Right away,” the waiter said. Beck scooped up another big handful of glop and started to munch.

“I guess congratulations are in order,” Beck said once she finished chewing…or whatever she had to do to consume that gunk.

“How so?” Jaroch asked.

“The extra pip. You finally got the promotion.”

“Finally is indeed the correct term. Unfortunately, I have Commander Dillon to thank for it.”

“He recommended it?” Beck said in disbelief.

“Not exactly.”



“I don’t like this,” Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins’ voice said over Jaroch’s commbadge. “You’re sure he’s all right?” Jaroch sighed, an unusual reaction for the Yynsian but one that seemed appropriate under the circumstances, and looked up at the monitor in the antechamber for the twenty- third time in less than an hour. On the screen, Commander Dillon and General P’Dar’s were still seated at the conference table talking.

“He is fine,” Jaroch replied curtly.

“Okay. I’ll check in again soon,” Hawkins said.

“Try to wait longer than two and a half minutes next time,” Jaroch said. “That is your current record.”

“Can it, nut-boy,” Hawkins snapped and closed the comm channel. Jaroch sighed again, an even more unusual occurrence, and settled back into the anteroom sofa where he sat with Colonel K’i’illl’m of the Concititiciaisian Armed and Dangerous Forces of Doom, Death, Destruction and Considerable Mayhem and Loud Noises. Commander Dillon was currently sealed inside a soundproof, scan-proof, explosive-proof, earthquake-proof, climate-controlled chamber with the leader of the Concititiciaisian Armed and Dangerous Forces of Doom, Death, Destruction and Considerable Mayhem and Loud Noises negotiating an end to their war with the Concititiciaisian Republic of Peace, Light, Pretty Flowers, and Swell Tunes. Granted, the translations weren’t exact.

In any case, Dillon and Captain Rydell, who was currently meeting with the leader of the Concititiciaisian Republic of Peace, Light, Pretty Flowers, and Swell Tunes and presumably having a much better time than Jaroch was, were currently trying to convince the leaders of the warring groups to meet with each other for peace negotiations. Jaroch could only hope that Dillon was coming somewhere close to ending his talks with General P’Dar’s.

“Coffee?” Colonel K’i’illl’m asked, putting down the magazine he was reading.

“Fine,” Jaroch said. The black-clad military officer peeled his leather uniform away from the vinyl sofa and headed over to the coffee machine.

“We’ve only got cappuccino and Elasian Mint. Either of those okay?”

“Either is acceptable,” Jaroch said, his glance falling on the article the colonel had been reading: 10 Steps to Better Roses. He looked back at the colonel, who was in the process of dumping several kilos of sugar into his coffee mug.

“I just can’t stand that bitter coffee taste, can you?” K’i’illl’m said, pursing his lips and shuddering.

“And which side is the aggressor in this conflict again?” Jaroch asked.

“We are!” the Colonel snapped. “Death to the damn peaceniks!”

“I see.” Jaroch returned his attention to the riveting spectacle on the monitor.

Inside the sealed negotiation chamber, Dillon and General P’Dar’s were standing up from the table and shaking hands. The two men approached the door, stepping out of the view of the camera. Jaroch rose from the sofa and stepped over to the door to meet the Secondprize first officer. The door shook a bit, then a bit more. He then heard a bit of pounding, followed by a muffled voice. Then muffled shouting. Jaroch was able to make out his name…barely. He sighed (Third time in a day. Undoubtedly some sort of record.) And tapped his commbadge.

“Jaroch to Dillon. I can hear you better if you use the commbadge.”

“Oh yeah,” Dillon’s voice replied. “The door’s stuck.”

“Are you sure you are using it right?” Jaroch’s voice said over Dillon’s commbadge as the first officer examined the sealed door in front of him.

“What’s to use?” Dillon said, pulling on the door handle again. “It’s just a door.” Dillon didn’t notice the maniacal smirk on the face of General P’Dar’s, who was at that very moment sliding a sharp, serrated knife out of his hat in flagrant violation of the “No Weapons” rule that had been instituted for the negotiation chamber.

“Pull harder,” Jaroch said.

“I’m pulling as hard as I can,” Dillon said, his voice straining as he pulled with all of his might against the recalcitrant handle.

“Pathetic,” Jaroch muttered as he began pushing against the door. A few seconds of this revealed that the door was indeed stuck; however, Jaroch detected slight movement. A bit more force should do it.

P’Dar’s suppressed a snicker as he leisurely held up the knife and got a good line of sight on Dillon’s chest. Side entries like this were a little difficult, but P’Dar’s hadn’t gotten that Doom Scouts Terror Badge in Close Quarters Assassination for nothing.

“It’s…moving!” Jaroch grunted, straining against the door.

“I…would…hope…so,” Dillon said, pulling equally hard. His eyes happened to fall on a tiny latch near the door handle. “What the?” He reached over at flipped it, just as P’Dar’s let the knife fly.

The door, now unlocked, flew open, tossing a startled Jaroch into the room and right into the path of the knife, which painfully imbedded itself in his shoulder.

“Jaroch! Get down!” Dillon shouted, springing into action. He yanked Jaroch’s phaser out of the Yynsian’s uniform and pushed Jaroch to the floor, causing him to land on his now sliced and profusely-bleeding shoulder. Dillon quickly stunned P’Dar’s, who looked incredibly unhappy about the turn of events, then turned the phaser on K’i’illl’m, blasting the mug out of the colonel’s hand then zapping the colonel himself just before he could read the tenth and final step to better roses. Just to be on the safe side, Dillon then blasted the camera in the negotiation room, the monitor in the antechamber, and the coffee machine because…well…you could never be too careful.

Holstering the phaser, Dillon leaned down to see to his fallen comrade. “You saved my life,” Dillon said smiling. “That was really great of you, Jaroch! Really!”

“Joy,” Jaroch muttered, then fell unconscious from blood loss. The last thing he heard was his commbadge chirp.

“Hawkins to Jaroch. Is he still okay?”

Jaroch sighed (fourth time), then everything went dark.



“Saved his life, huh?” Beck said smirking. “How noble of you.”

“I know,” Jaroch replied. The waiter arrived with the food and set a steaming plate of…something in front of Jaroch.

“That must be killing you inside.”

“No worse than this meal will be.”

“Told you,” Nelson said, taking another big fork full of lasagne. “So what are you presenting at the conference?”

“A revised version of a paper about mind transference.”

“Uggh. That whole twentieth century mess with Captain Rydell?” Beck said.

“The very same. The return of the Aerostar from the Delta Quadrant has given me some additional information that I found enlightening.”

“Nice to know they’re good for something,” Beck muttered.

“Problem?” Jaroch asked.

“We didn’t enjoy our last visit from Captain Baxter and his crew,” Nelson explained. “Happy universe, giant eyeballs, brainwashing. You know the drill.”

“Fortunately, I do not,” Jaroch said.

“You should look into it,” Beck said. “Your mirror self is…unique.”

“I am unique enough for my needs,” Jaroch said.

“Even if it involves leather and chains?” Nelson asked.

“Especially if it involves leather and chains.” Jaroch looked down at his plate of food. “Did this just move?”

“It’s supposed to do that,” Beck replied.

“Ahh. If you will excuse me, I should go over my notes for tomorrow.” He stood up to leave.

“But you didn’t eat.”

“A wise choice on my part, I believe,” Jaroch replied, the pushed through the crowd towards the door. Once he was out of sight, Beck let out an audible sigh of relief and dove into her meal with relish.

“That was…abrupt,” Nelson said.

“Not too soon for me,” Beck replied. “We don’t have much to say to each other. Never did. The awkward social obligation is out of the way. Now he can go to his conference, and I can get back to life as usual.” Beck finished off her first organ of the day, pushed her plate aside, and started on Jaroch’s abandoned meal.

“Do your boyfriends know you eat like that?”

“It’s none of their damn business,” Beck said. A malicious glint appeared in her eyes. “Besides, I have ways of making meals entertaining.”

“Oh do share,” Nelson said, leaning in.

“Not a chance.”

“Bitch.”

“Thank you. Besides, I don’t hear you sharing. You’ve got a centuries old symbiont inside you, but have you shared one juicy story? No.”

“Lisa, this thing sat in a pool for five hundred years, was then transferred to a lab where it sat in another pool for a few months, then it was jammed into me. I can do a mean breaststroke, but that’s about it.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it. So what about some dirt?”

“I think that’s Thursday’s special,” Beck said confused. Nelson fought down a wave of nausea, then smacked Beck gently on the side of the head.

“Dirt on Jaroch! He seems so…stiff.”

“He is, unless he’s in one of his past lives. Generally, they just shout a lot…and J’Ter kills people, but Jaroch’s got one hell of a tailor in there. As for Jaroch himself, he had a thing for Patricia Hawkins, the Secondprize’s security chief, for a while, but she fell for Dillon instead. That’s been a while ago, though. Now, I don’t know. But why do you care?”

“Just curious.”

“You could go have a life of your own instead of poking around into everyone else’s,” Beck said.

“Where would be the fun in that?”

“If you don’t know,” Beck said, the glint returning to her eyes, “You’ve obviously missed out on quite a lot.”





CHAPTER THREE



Out in the unexplored reaches of the Beta Quadrant (unexplored by Starfleet anyway), a ship cut through the endless void. If a Starfleet vessel had happened upon this vessel, they would have been hard put to identify it as a ship, much less figure out how the blasted thing propelled itself through space. These issues were of no concern to the occupants of the ship, however, since they didn’t have the vaguest idea who or what a Starfleet was in the first place.

The ship, and it really and truly was a ship as opposed to some bizarre space-faring life form, was made up of a series of shiny, silver spheres, arranged in a pattern resembling a pyramid that had been knocked on its side and thrown out into the cosmos. Each of the 14 spheres measured approximately 50 meters in diameter and was connected to the surrounding spheres by a silver tube. Some cultures would find the ship beautiful, others would find it repulsive, and some would ask for a cue stick and set up one hell of a shot.

The ship’s occupants, who were completely unaware of terms such as 8- ball in corner pocket, considered themselves explorers, which, in fact, they were. Each of the 20 D’Ceti which made up the crew complement of their vessel had been selected because of their mental prowess, natural curiosity, and extraordinary ability. They had set out two years before, their ship stocked with all of the supplies it could hold, from their homeworld on a journey of exploration. They wanted to see what was out there. After two years and one encounter with a culture also making its first foray into deep space, the D’Ceti had concluded to that answer was “not much.” Undeterred, however, they had continued onward at a blistering warp three, the fastest speed ever reached by D’Ceti scientists, to continue charting the universe.

The reaction of most humanoids upon seeing the D’Ceti and their bridge would probably be “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHH!!!” Of course, a small percentage of humanoids would probably instead say, “Mmmmmmm… calamari.” If this particular brand of humanoid should attempt to follow up on this thought, however, he would find himself with a nasty series of whip marks inflicted by the ten leg flagella and eight arm flagella possessed by each D’Ceti. Granted, the D’Ceti generally weren’t big on actual physical contact, but still, when pissed off, they could leave some painful reminders of your run-in with them.

The captain of the D’Ceti ship stood in the bridge central pod, her flagella monitoring and manipulating controls all around her as she watched space go buy on the ship’s viewscreen. While the D’Ceti may have generally appeared to be a species of orange, mutated octopi, their visual and auditory organs functioned very similarly to those of humanoids. They did tend to be a bit quiet, though, since speech just wasn’t necessary.

“Entering Gridisk 87,” the ship’s helmsman thought-sent to the captain.

“Beginning scans,” the chief scanner thought-sent from his station.

“Very good,” Captain Joros thought-replied. “How does it look?”

“Empty,” the chief scanner thought-sent.

“How odd,” the captain thought-replied, a heavy bit of sarcasm evident in her brain waves.

The chief scanner was, unfortunately, a bit off in his assessment of the area of space they had entered. If the ship’s sensors had been a bit more sensitive, he would have detected a tiny buoy several light years away emitting a faint message. Of course, even if he had detected it, odds are he wouldn’t have been able to translate it, much less understand that it was a language at all.

The message said, “This is the edge of Multek space. Beyond this point lies nothing but endless, empty void. Turn back now. Mention that you heard this buoy comm, and you and a guest will receive two free gellidaks at Piffle’s Palace of Poultry.”



“Uh…sir?”

The captain of the Multek patrol ship Kellog looked up from the game of Sugarville he was playing over the comm system with the activities director of the cruise vessel located a star system away.

“What is it?” he asked the young science officer who had interrupted his turn and possibly blown his chances of entering the Hall of Danish.

“Um…well…I think I’m pretending to detect an unreal ship on the sensors.”

A shot of cold fear raced through the captain. “Where?”

“Outside of the Enclave and closing.”

“Time to imaginary boundary crossing?”

“Two hours.”

“Can we get there first?” the captain asked the helm officer.

“Yes,” the confused woman at the helm replied. “But why should we go after a pretend sensor reading?”

“Just do it,” the captain snapped. Oh how he had hoped this would never happen to him. He’d heard a couple of hushed rumors. Talk of how Admiral Wuddle had once, when he was still in command of a cruise ship, encountered a ship of imaginaries, and then, having been honored with a military commission, how he returned to face a giant, imaginary space station. Why a man should be honored for his hallucinations was beyond Captain Gubbler, but he was not about to pass up a chance at a promotion.



“Captain!” the chief scanner exclaimed-sent, startling the entire bridge crew into wildly and uncontrollably waving around their flagella. This was a little known danger of scaring a D’Ceti. If you should ever accidentally startle one, duck…quickly.

“Report,” Captain Joros thought-sent.

“I have a scan contact. It is approaching us incredibly quickly. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Is it natural?”

“No. I think…it’s a ship.”

A collective and audible gasp echoed through the bridge. A ship. A real ship. The second ship in two long years of travel! And these beings were obviously highly advanced.

“Send out greetings on all frequencies.”



“OOOUOUOUUUUUUUUUUOUOUOUOUOOOOOOOOOOOOOOUOUOUOUOUOOOOOOOOOUOU”

“Shut that off!!!” Captain Gubbler screamed, clutching his hands to his ears as this Multek ship’s comm system was overwhelmed with…whatever the hell that noise was.

“Sir?” the science officer asked once the noise was gone.

“What?”

“Did we hear that or just pretend to hear it?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Well, I sure heard it,” the helm officer grumbled, her ears still ringing.

“Then, did that imaginary ship just pretend to attack us?” the science officer asked. “Are they…real?”

“Definitely not!” Gubbler snapped. “Helm, arm all weapons and prepare to fire.”

“At the pretend ship that you just said is not real?” the helm officer replied.

“Exactly.”



The chief scanner looked up from his console. “No response to our greeting, but I am detecting large amounts of energy growing on their ship.”

“Perhaps they communicate visually,” the captain thought-sent.

In a way, he was correct. The Multeks were about to send a very clear message: GO AWAY!!!



“FIRE!!!” Captain Gubbler shouted excitedly, bouncing up and down in his chair. For the first time in ten years of command he was getting to shoot something. What a day!

Anyone viewing the spectacle on the M-class planet the D’Ceti ship was approaching as the Multek ship dropped out of warp and let loose a barrage of weapons fire would have seen quite a light show. But, as was the case with all planets near Multek space, the planet was uninhabited.



Flagella whipped around at frightening speeds as the D’Ceti frantically tried to recover from the devastating pounding their ship had just taken.

“Power loss to spheres seven through eleven!”

“Propulsion fading!”

“The planet’s gravity well has us!”

“My tentacle is stuck!”

“I’m going to die a VIRGIN!!!”



Gubbler watched the flaming bundle of spheres slowly plummet to the surface of Void World 23 with a look of smug satisfaction on his face. “Admiralty, here I come,” he whispered softly. He straightened himself in his command chair and cleared his throat noisily.

“Helm, take us home.”

“Yes, sir.”

The wedge-shaped craft turned away from the shattered remains of their hallucinatory enemy and warped back towards the loving arms of the Multek Enclave.



Captain Joros watched helplessly as her ship descended towards the surface of a desolate, alien world. “Launch the distress sphere,” he thought- sent.

One of the spheres in the grouping at the rear of the D’Ceti ship broke free of the tunnels connecting it to the rest of the ship and hobbled out into space.

Joros knew that this was most likely a futile act. The sphere, even though it would automatically return to the D’Ceti homeworld, could not travel at warp velocities. It would take decades for it to reach home. But it was the only option Joros had. Besides, she and her crew had more pressing matters concerning them at the moment…like surviving the crash.



The unmanned distress sphere had already left the solar system as the D’Ceti ship slammed into the surface of the planet known to the Multeks as Void World 23. With the hopes of Joros and the rest of the D’Ceti crew riding on it, the sphere wobbled into open space.

It was going the wrong way.

Damage from the Multek’s weapons had corrupted the sphere’s homing systems, sending it away from D’Ceti, the conveniently-named D’Ceti homeworld. On the bright side, it was also heading away from Multek space.

Of course, as far as the Multeks and the D’Ceti were concerned, that meant it was heading nowhere.





CHAPTER FOUR



Lieutenant Commander Morales fought back the urge to shout “Red Alert!” as he watched the Romulan vessel decloak on the ops viewscreen. Okay, that is a lie. Honestly, he fought back the urge to start screaming and hitting every weapons control in the room. Just one of those gut reactions to Romulans. What’s a guy to do? But, as things stood, the Romulan ship was supposed to be there.

Also, while the old Waystation would have been no match for a Romulan Warbird, the refitted version could pretty quickly reduce one to a lovely green cloud of debris. But, as things stood, this was only a scout ship.

“They’re hailing us,” Lieutenant Stanton reported from the tactical console.

“On screen.”

“It’s audio only.”

“Fine by me. Put them on.”

“This is Subcommander Ondek,” a crisp voice said curtly. “We have Dr. Sitrus on board and request permission to dock.”

“I hear he’s chock full of vitamins and minerals,” Stanton muttered drawing a glare from Morales.

“You are cleared for docking in Bay 7,” Morales said, checking the readout on the docking control console. “We’re honored that Dr. Sitrus has chosen to squeeze our conference into his fruity…er, busy schedule.” Out of the corner of his eye, Morales saw Stanton clamp his hand over his mouth then collapse to the floor in spasms of silent laughter.

“Quite,” Subcommander Ondek replied humorlessly.

“Waystation out,” Morales said. Stanton’s hand reached up from the floor and slammed down on his console, closing the channel.

“BAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!!”

“Oh, come on. It wasn’t that funny,” Morales said.

“HAHAHAHA.”

“Have you considered therapy?”



Standing at the end of the corridor looking down towards the row of quest quarters, Dr. Nelson really wondered what the hell she was thinking. Actually, she knew. It was all Beck’s fault. After dinner the night before, Nelson had gone to bed thinking about Beck’s comments. Here she was, a young, attractive (so she had been told) woman, but she’d never so much as had two dates with the same guy. Sure there had been some flings along the way, such as Captain Jack Woodall of the Orleans, but nothing that really qualified as a relationship.

First, there had been school, then Starfleet Medical. She went straight from there to Bracktia Prime to start her research. One symbiont insertion later, she was on Waystation. Dating just hadn’t been an issue. Of course, some people had tried to ask her out. Okay, one. Porter. But she’d brushed him off fairly effectively. Now that she thought about it, Russell had made one advance, but she’d broken his wrist ending that problem.

The question running through her mind while she tried to get to sleep last night was “Why?” Why was she avoiding relationships? The obvious answer was that she was already in a serious, long-term relationship with somebody: Midon. Granted, they were technically the same being now, but there were definitely times that the symbiont’s personality exerted itself to make its wishes known. And unlike marriage, there was no way to dissolve this bond.

Despite that, Nelson now stood just meters away from Jaroch’s door waiting for the Yynsian to emerge. She wasn’t necessarily interested in anything romantic, but his company seemed like it would be…well, pleasant wasn’t the word…non-threatening. That was a bit more like it. She could spend time with him(he was obviously intelligent and humorous)without any expectations. Besides, some of the conference presentations could be interesting.

Jaroch emerged from his quarters, his head buried in a padd. He almost walked right by her without looking up.

“Morning, Commander,” Nelson said gamely. Jaroch stopped and looked up at her.

“If you have come to escort me to the conference, you need to trouble yourself. I am well aware of the location of Bradley Dillon’s hotel.”

“I just thought I’d come along, if you don’t mind.”

“You do not need my permission to attend,” Jaroch said.

“I was hoping to sit with you. I would appreciate your insights into the presentations.”

“Ah, a wise plan on your part,” Jaroch said, a hint of a smirk pulling at his lips. “If that is what you wish, then…DEAR GOD NO!”

The sudden ferocity of Jaroch’s response took Nelson completely by surprise. She was about to haul off and slug the obnoxious jerk when she realized he wasn’t even looking at her. Following his gaze down the corridor, she saw an elderly man walking slowly behind a giant, cylindrical object being carted on anti-grav platforms by two Pakleds.

“Careful,” the older man admonished, swinging a here-to-fore unseen cane near one of the Pakleds. “I didn’t use the transporter because I didn’t want this damaged! Understand?”

“We understand mean man,” the Pakled replied.

“You cannot expect me to believe that you were even allowed near a conference of this prestige,” Jaroch demanded, storming over to the elderly gentleman.

“Have we met?” the man asked, turning to face Jaroch.

“Oh yes,” Jaroch said, fighting to control his fury. “Three years ago you sent me and two of my colleagues 20 BILLION years into the future, you insane crackpot!”

The man squinted, taking in Jaroch’s features carefully. “Oh yes, you’re that Starfleet chap. The snotty one who showed up with the bimbo and the smart-ass woman.”

“That smart-ass is a Starfleet Officer,” Jaroch bristled.

“What about the bimbo?” Nelson asked.

“Commander Dillon.”

“Oh.”

“Are you going to introduce me to your lovely companion?” the man asked.

“This is not a social call,” Jaroch snapped.

“Dr. Derrick Azar, at your service,” the man said to Nelson, bowing as much as he was able. “Temporal physicist extraordinaire.” He gestured to the device the Pakleds were pushing. “I have with me my greatest accomplishment.”

“Greatest folly,” Jaroch grumbled.

“The Azar TIME POD!!!” Dr. Azar finished, ignoring the dissent from the peanut gallery. “A device capable of sending anyone to any time and place they should wish. Furthermore, I can now, thanks to several enhancements based on transporter technology, pluck any individual out of the time stream. Want to meet Surak? No problem. Kahless? Child’s play.”

“Does it work?” Nelson asked.

“Of course it works!” Azar shouted. “Despite nay-sayers’ comments to the contrary.”

“Pardon my skepticism after what happened last time,” Jaroch said.

“A minor snafu.”

“That almost destroyed the entire universe,” Jaroch finished.

“But it didn’t. Now, if you will excuse me, I have to get to the conference center.” He turned to Nelson. “I would be delighted if you would accompany me.”

“She has already made alternate arrangements,” Jaroch said curtly.

“With you? Madam, I beg you to spare yourself the pain you will inevitably suffer.”

“I’m a doctor. I’ll manage,” Nelson said. “You done here, Jaroch?”

“Quite,” Jaroch said, turning on his heel and following Nelson off down the corridor.

“I sincerely hope,” Jaroch said as the moved out of earshot of Azar, “this is not an indication of how the rest of the conference will progress.”

“Jaroch, it’s a glorified science fair, no offense. What could happen?”

“I have found that such a question usually leads to a most unfortunate answer.”

“You’re worrying too much,” Nelson replied, wrapping her arm around Jaroch’s, an action that drew a confused look from the Yynsian. “Now let’s go have a good time.”

“Yippee,” Jaroch said flatly.

“That’s the spirit…sort of.”



The auditorium was packed. Backstage, Bradley Dillon rubbed his hands together gleefully. Starfleet Suites Hotel’s first big event was an unqualified success. Now it was time to make sure they never went anywhere else.

For part of his plan, Bradley had set up the main room auditorium-style, with comfortable seats and a stage as opposed to the folding chairs and podium usually found at these sorts of proceedings. These science-types just didn’t understand anything about presentation and showmanship. Fortunately, Bradley possessed such skills in spades.

Giving his tuxedo a quick tug to straighten the lapels, Bradley stepped out onto the stage, a spotlight following his movements.

“Good morning, friends and science-lovers! My name is Bradley Dillon, and it is my great pleasure to welcome you to the 96th annual Federation Science Symposium. I sincerely hope that each one of you has been enjoying your stay in the luxurious accommodations of Starfleet Suites. But I know you came here for more than to listen to me. Without further ado, on with the show!!!”

Bradley threw his hands into the air, sending streams of fire (emitted by hidden devices mounted on his fingernails) upward. The room went completely dark, then, as music began pumping through speakers mounted in each seat, lights on the stage started to strobe and flash varying colors.

Bradley raced backstage to where Yeoman Jones, who was acting as Starfleet Liaison to the conference, had positioned herself to watch the proceedings. She was expecting to be bored out of her skull, an expectation that had just been sucked out an airlock.

“What the hell is this?” she demanded as Bradley reached her.

“The opening number,” Bradley said as if it was obvious.

Male and female dancers, all wearing labcoats that glowed in different flourescent colors, bounded onto the stage, moving in time to the music.

“This is supposed to be a science conference!” Jones said.

“Exactly. Do you know how long it took me to find a decent song about science that these folks could dance to? I had to go all the way back to the 20th century records, and I HATE 20th century popular music.”

She blinded me with science!

She blinded me…with SCIENCE!!!

As if to punctuate that last “SCIENCE,” the dancers threw off the lab coats revealing well-toned bodies…and nothing covering them. Jones’s jaw dropped.

“What are you trying to do?” Jones gasped.

“They’re scientists. I figured they probably don’t get out much.”



“Now this is more like it!” Dr. Hsell said, watching the gyrating bodies on the stage. “Why don’t you get up there and join them, Ruped?”

The Orion woman ignored her drooling colleague.



Subcommander Ondek leaned over to Dr. Sitrus, who was watching the dancers in amazement.

“Is this standard procedure at science conferences?” the subcommander whispered.

“Not on Romulus,” Sitrus replied hoarsely.

“I am beginning to see many perks to allying with the Federation.”

“You’re not s’vetten kidding.”



“Can you believe this?” Nelson said softly. Jaroch didn’t respond. Actually, he hadn’t so much as looked up from his padd since they’d sat down. “Jaroch?”

“I am aware of what is transpiring, Dr. Nelson; however, I believe Bradley Dillon has a certain stature that will prevent any rioting on the part of the conference participants. Therefore, commenting on this is a waste of my energy.”

“So what? He’s rich, so he can do whatever he wants.”

“In short. On the upside, I only have to tolerate him for three days. You, however, live here.”

“Thanks for reminding me.”



As the number ended and the dancers dispersed, the audience broke into smatterings of polite applause (except for Dr. Hsell and the two Romulans, who erupted into a loud standing ovation). Bradley retook the stage, smiling broadly.

“Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. That was the Raisian Jahamaron Review. If you ever get to Raisa, they put on a show that will blow off your lab coats. Definitely leave your inhibitions in orbit. Now then, as a special treat before the conference begins in earnest, I want to introduce you to a scientist whose work you may not be familiar with. His endeavors were brought to my attention through other channels, but I found his work too fascinating to ignore. Here he is to present the dawning of a new day in temporal research, Dr. Derrick Azar!”



“He’s the one who invited Azar!” Jaroch shouted, suddenly tossing his padd to the floor. “I should have known. The Federation Science Institute would never let in a crackpot like that. The bastard is parsecs away, and still he finds way to make me miserable.”

“Who?”

“Dillon!”

“Bradley’s on stage.”

“Not that one. His miserable brother who told him about Azar in the first place!”

“You don’t know that for certain.”

Jaroch suddenly stood up and shouted at the stage, where Bradley was standing. Behind Bradley, Dr. Azar’s Pakled assistants pushed the time pod on stage, maneuvering the anti-grav units as gracefully as they could.

“Mr. Dillon, did your brother, Commander Travis Dillon tell you of Dr. Azar’s work?” Jaroch asked.

“Yes, he did.”

Jaroch gave Nelson a quick “I told you so” glance, then started walking towards the stage.

“Then, are you aware that this…man, for I cannot in good conscious call him a scientist, recklessly tested untried equipment on unprepared individuals with no regard for their safety or for the possible consequences to the time stream.”

“So, I made a typo. It happens,” Azar protested, hobbling out from backstage just as Jaroch climbed up to face him.

“You are a menace, and I recommend that this device be quarantined and dismantled before any more ‘accidents’ occur.”

“It was a damn typo!”

“I know, but I, unfortunately, cannot have you dismantled as well.”

“You pretentious twit! You’re just like all the others,” Azar snapped. “You’re all just jealous.”

“Of what specifically? Your ineptitude or you senility?”

Azar lashed out at Jaroch with his cane, a move that the Yynsian dodged easily. The cane smashed into one of the anti-grav units on the time pod, shorting it out and sending the pod crashing down towards Jaroch. Unfortunately, he wasn’t quite fast enough to dodge that one. Of course, if he’d been looking at the pod rather that smirking smugly at Azar, he probably would have had more of a shot.

As it was, Jaroch fell to the deck under the weight of one rather large experimental time pod. Nelson made it to his side seconds later.

“Jaroch, can you hear me?”

“Ouch,” Jaroch muttered, then fell unconscious.

“Now this is a science conference,” Dr. Hsell shouted from the audience. “Encore!”





CHAPTER FIVE



“This is ridiculous,” Colonel Martin Lazlo muttered, his arms crossed and his face dark with anger as he sat stewing in his chair in the back compartment of the Runabout Cumberland.

“I agree totally,” Lieutenant Craig Porter replied from across the table. “Sean?”

“Absolutely,” Lieutenant Sean Russell concurred from the seat next to Lazlo. “I also think he’s being an asshole.”

“Oh absolutely,” Porter agreed.

“A Klingon would have vivisected both of you with his bat’leth by now.”

“A Klingon would have had the honor to admit he was wrong,” Porter replied.

The Federation Marine stood up, his head almost touching the ceiling of the runabout. “Are you saying I’ve got no honor?”

Russell stood up, putting himself toe to toe with Lazlo. “As much as I would love to take your ass down a peg or two, I’d really rather avoid making that kind of a mess in front of my friend Craig here.”

“Don’t stop on my account,” Porter said.

“Stay out of this,” Lazlo snapped.

“I suggest you admit you were wrong, and we all move on,” Russell said.

“I was not wrong.”

“Look at the damn card,” Porter said in exasperation as he tossed the padd towards Lazlo. “See. Jerry Theron.”

“Who happens to be a flight-back,” Lazlo said, sitting back down at the table. “I said he was a flight-back.”

“The question wanted the name of the Astro-ball player, not his position,” Russell said. “You didn’t know it. It’s my turn.” He picked up his padd and pressed the ‘roll’ button. Two little holographic dice materialized over the gameboard on the table and bounced around a bit. Then, Russell’s game piece floated six spaces ahead.

“Well?” Russell asked expectantly.

“What?” Lazlo demanded.

“Ask me my question.”

“It’s still my turn.”

“IT IS NOT!!!” Russell and Porter shouted.

“Then we’re done here.” Lazlo stood up from the table and marched towards the runabout cockpit.

“Could we have at least brought the Wayward so we could have gotten away from him?” Russell asked.

“It hasn’t been fully flight-tested yet,” Porter said. “Maybe something will just accidentally kill him.”

“That’d be okay. So, are we still playing or what?” Russell suddenly fell silent and cocked his head curiously. “Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?”

“The phaser banks just charged.”

“No, but I did hear that.”

“What?”

“The engines just switched to manual control.”

Porter and Russell looked at each other for a second.

“LAZLO!!!”

They raced into the runabout cockpit where Lazlo was indeed powering up the phaser banks and switching off the autopilot.

Then they saw why.

Out the front windows was a large metal sphere, and it was heading their way.



Frequoq Juletz stood silently staring out of his office window trying to absorb the information he’d just been given. Outside, a Quickie Travel Tram sped by making its rapid decent from the station on top of the governmental office building across the square. Juletz could just make out a face or two of the passengers, their mouths open shouting with glee. Unfettered glee. If they only knew…

“Are you sure?” he said finally.

“No doubt,” Admiral Wuddle replied.

“Damn. More imaginaries. Did Captain Gubbler hallucinate those Federations as well?”

“I don’t think so,” Wuddle said, checking the report on his clip-comm-board. “His crew’s description of the…hallucination doesn’t match up to what we imagined before. And their location…”

“Yes, I know,” Juletz snapped. More hallucinations. This time on the opposite side of the Enclave from the imaginary Federations. They were becoming surrounded.

“Gubbler and his crew dispelled the pretend threat, but I would like to take a team to investigate.”

“Why?” Juletz said, turning on Wuddle. “It’s taken care of.”

“With all due respect, Your Frequoqness, I have had dealings with these beings before.”

“Don’t remind me,” Juletz replied, rubbing the bridge of his whiter-than-white nose. “You really should be at a Recovery Ranch instead of here.”

“You can’t continue to ignore the truth!”

“Stop being so melodramatic,” Juletz said irritated.

“If we’re so sure there’s no one else in the universe, why did we even bother arming our ships?”

“The matter is done. Tell Captain Gubbler to resume his patrols and not breathe a word of this to another living Multek.”

“Frequoq…”

“Get out!”

Wuddle bowed stiffly and exited the office. The Frequoq was hiding, hiding like this problem would just go away. Wuddle had seen the truth, though. He’d felt the truth. The imaginaries were no such thing. He’d been on the Federations’ space station; he’d talked to them. All Frequoq Juletz was doing was delaying the inevitable. One day, the population of the Multek Enclave would be forced to accept that they were not alone in the universe. It would be a painful process, but a necessary one. Wuddle had hoped his promotion to admiral and his position as Frequoq Juletz’s top military advisor would have allowed him to convince Juletz. Evidently, that was not to be. With this route closed off, Wuddle would have to resort to other avenues.



“What the hell is that?” Russell asked as Porter leapt into his seat at the science console.

“Some sort of alloy,” Porter said.

“I don’t give a damn,” Lazlo said, turning the runabout onto an attack course. “It looks Borg.”

“No life signs,” Porter continued. “It’s unmanned. I am picking up some sort of repeating signal, though.”

“Maybe it’s a probe,” Russell offered.

“Probe this!” Lazlo exclaimed, sending the ship into a dive. Before he got much farther, the ship suddenly righted itself. “What did you do?”

“Override,” Russell said, control of the ship now on his console.

“We like to think before blasting things to atoms. Sorry,” Porter added.

“This is why Starfleet loses ships all the time,” Lazlo fumed. “That could be some sort of long-range tactical weapon designed to home in on the nearest populated world and destroy it.”

“That be tough considering it’s completely unarmed and has a fairly non-volatile power source,” Porter replied.

“Yeah, but if it fell on you…”

Porter and Russell exchanged a brief look. “I can’t argue with him,” Porter said finally.

“I could shoot him,” Russell offered.

“Look,” Porter said, making another attempt to reason with Lazlo. “If it wanted us dead, we’d be dead now. If it’s heading toward a planet, we have…” He looked at the sensor readouts. “Six days to stop it before it reaches a populated world. Now can you please let us do our jobs? You know, the whole seek out new life forms and new civilizations thing?”

“Waste of time,” Lazlo spat, getting up from the pilot’s seat. He stormed back to the replicator and ordered a glass of Andorian fruit punch, guaranteed to grow facial hair and remove unwanted esophageal linings.

“Well?” Russell asked.

“Give me a minute,” Porter replied. “This translation work is Commander Beck’s specialty. If I had to guess, though, I’d say it was a distress beacon.”

“So you can understand it?”

“I can understand the attached video feed,” Porter said, calling it up on a monitor. The image, obviously shot from camera mounted on the outside of the sphere, showed several other connected spheres. Something warped in far in the distance and opened fire. Then, just as unexpectedly, the attacking vessel warped out again. The spheres began falling towards a planet, moving farther and farther away as the beacon sphere detached and flew out of the system.

“A distress call for an unmanned ship?” Lazlo asked.

“It could be a science probe they want to recover. Or maybe there are people in the other spheres,” Porter suggested.

“Oh great,” Russell muttered.

“What?” Porter asked.

Russell adjusted the video feed, closing in on the attacking ship and sharpening the image. It looked like a small, sideways obelisk with wings.

“Multeks,” all three men said softly.

“Sean, see if you can backtrack the path that sphere took,” Porter said. “Do you have any medical training, Colonel?”

“Front line first aid.”

“It’ll work. I’ll try to finish the translation on the way. For now…” Porter launched a small probe towards the sphere, which latched itself onto the sleek metal surface of the featureless globe. “Starfleet will at least be able to keep track of the thing.”

“Course plotted,” Russell reported. “But we’re going to be getting awfully close to the Multek Enclave.”

“Yeah, the attack ship kind of clued me in to that one. I’ll let Waystation know what we’re up to.”

“We should get reinforcements,” Lazlo said. “I can have the Mongoose here in less than a day.”

“We may not have that kind of time,” Porter said as Russell moved up to the pilot console. “We’ll just have to improvise.”

“This is exactly why you people lose so many ships…and officers.”

“Risk is our business,” Russell said.

“It’s in the fine print somewhere. Look it up,” Porter said smiling. Lazlo ignored him and headed to the back of the ship. Suicide missions were one thing, but stupid ones were quite another. For the three millionth time since arriving on Waystation, Lazlo thanked himself for becoming a marine.



Dusk was setting in on Multos as Frequoq Juletz prepared to go home for the day. He felt tired, more tired than he ever had since becoming Frequoq. Inside the very core of his being, Juletz was consumed with dread. In all the millennia the Multek Enclave had existed, never had their way of life been in so much danger. Something had to be done and soon…even if it meant sending the entire Multek space force out to destroy the imaginary Federations. Granted, the Multek military functioned mainly as an internal police and rescue squad, but Juletz had no doubt that they would give everything they had to protect the Multek way of life. The orders would sound insane, but the alternative was much, much worse.





CHAPTER SIX



Commander Beck walked into the infirmary wondering how she was going to explain all this to Captain Rydell. Jaroch didn’t even make it 24 hours before something happened to him. Granted, it sounded like it was Jaroch’s own fault, but she knew how testy Rydell could be when one of his officers was hurt. Fortunately, Dr. Nelson had been right there, and the Pakleds were able to get the time pod off of Jaroch fairly quickly. Now all that was left was to see how badly he’d been hurt.

“Well that was fun,” Dr. Nelson said, pulling off her red surgical cap as she emerged from the operating room.

“Is he okay?”

“I had to re-knit 156 separate bones.”

“But is he okay?” Beck said.

“He’ll be fine,” Nelson said. “He should be waking up soon if you want to go talk to him.”

“Great. Let’s go.” Beck grabbed Nelson’s arm and dragged her back into the operating room.

“Damn, Lisa. He’s injured. You can’t even strike up a simple get well conversation without backup?”

“Not now, Amedon. What were you doing at the conference anyway?”

“Scientific curiosity,” Nelson said quickly.

“I’ll bet.”

Jaroch lay unconscious on the operating bed, bioreadouts beeping softly around him.

“It could have been a lot worse,” Nelson said softly. “He’s a thin, little guy, but it’s all muscle.”

“I guess you’d know,” Beck replied. “Take it easy on him from now on.”

“This is why I don’t discuss my personal life with you.”

“What personal life?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“I think I already do,” Beck replied. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Jaroch begin to stir. She leaned down next to Jaroch and put her hand on his arm.

“Commander, are you all right?”

Jaroch groggily turned his head in Beck’s direction. Seeing her, he smiled a weak, goofy smile.

“Hey, beautiful,” he said, running his hand along the side of her rather surprised face.

“I guess he liked you more than you thought,” Nelson said flatly.

“Who’s she?” Jaroch asked, looking back at Nelson.

“Wonderful,” Nelson said, throwing her arms up.

“You took a bad blow to the head,” Beck said consolingly. “You may have a little amnesia. Dr. Nelson will take care of it.”

“Okay.” Jaroch lay his head back down. He started to drift back to sleep. “Don’t forget to program the VCR, hon.”

“What did he just say?” Nelson asked.

“Oh no.”

“What?”

“I don’t think that’s Jaroch,” Beck said standing up.

“He does a damn good impression of him.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Beck snapped. “He’s Yynsian you know.”

“I was aware of it,” Nelson replied. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Remember they have past lives.”

“So he’s just stuck in a past life,” Nelson said visibly relieved.

“That’s not a good thing, Amedon,” Beck said. “We’ve got to get him out of it.”

“All right. I’ll check the database and see what I can find. If anything, we’ll contact Yyns. Don’t panic. I want Jaroch back just as much you do.”

“Not for the same reasons, I’ll bet,” Beck said, smiling knowingly at Nelson.

“Just leave. I’ve got work to do.”

Beck laughed and exited the operating room leaving Nelson with her sleeping patient. Nelson hadn’t so much as had a complete meal with the man, and already Beck was making her life miserable. Maybe her no-dating strategy had been wise after all.



“How is it?” Bradley Dillon asked for the eighth time in three minutes.

“Everything seems to be in working order,” Dr. Azar said, looking up from his readings of the time pod. The pod had been picked up and moved from the stage to a lab bay in the Research and Development section of the Dillon Enterprises complex on Waystation. After the accident, the science conference had proceeded as scheduled. Unfortunately, Dr. Azar had not been able to make his presentation. It was unfortunate for Dr. Azar anyway. Bradley really couldn’t have cared less. Letting Azar speak at the conference was the only way Bradley could convince him to bring the time pod to Waystation in the first place.

“Or at least it will be once I replace a couple of blown isostators.”

“Great.”

“I’ll be back soon,” Azar said, heading towards the door. “Shouldn’t be anymore than a week or two.”

“WHAT???” Bradley shouted.

“I don’t exactly have them in my back pocket,” Azar said.

“And no one else has any?” Bradley asked, calming himself down a bit and returning to his professional demeanor.

“I should hope not. I invented them myself,” Azar said proudly.

“Fine. I’ll have Captain Robbins take you.” Bradley touched his cufflink. “Abigail.”

“Yes, Mister Dillon,” came the reply.

“Doctor Azar needs to return to his lab. Could you please take him in the Lusitania?”

“Right away, sir.”

“Thank you. Dillon out.” He turned back to Azar. “She’ll meet you in our docking bay. End of the hall, take a left. Last door on the right. Stop before you fall out the airlock.” Bradley headed towards the door at a rapid pace. “I look forward to your return.” A moment later, Bradley was gone.

“Insufferable bastard,” Azar muttered. He patted his creation lovingly. “You’ll be fine here, my love,” he said to the time pod. “Daddy will be back soon.” Azar picked up his tool case and left the lab, the door closing and automatically sealing itself behind him.



Morales heard the turbolift approaching ops but didn’t really pay any attention to it until Commander Beck stepped out.

“Good morning, Commander,” he said crisply. “Nothing to report.”

“Glad to hear it,” Beck said. “Can I borrow you for a second?”

“Me? Sure,” Morales said, stepping away from the docking control console and following Beck into her office.

“Have a seat,” Beck said, gesturing to the chair in front of her desk. Rather than going to her chair, she sat down on the desk itself right in front of him.

“What can I do for you?” Morales asked nervously.

“I heard about what happened in the food court.”

“I see,” Morales said softly.

“Anything you want to talk about?”

“I don’t know that there’s much to discuss,” Morales said.

“Really? The way Jones tells it, you tried to force-feed that Orion half of the food on the station.”

“She’s exaggerating.”

“Look, Walter,” Beck said smiling and putting her hands on his shoulders. “This isn’t a reprimand speech or anything. I just wanted to know if you’re all right. Tina thought you seemed tense.”

“I’m fine,” Morales replied. Oh how he wanted to be anywhere but here right now.

“Okay then. That’s all I need to know,” Beck said, standing up. “But if you’ve got a problem…”

“I know where Counselor Miller’s office is,” Morales finished quickly.

“Yeah. But there are other people you can talk to.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. And thanks for pounding that Orion. That last bit’s off the record, of course.”

“Of course,” Morales replied, unable to stop himself from smiling.

“Nelson to Beck,” the comm system interrupted.

“What is it, Doctor?” Beck said.

“Jaroch’s awake again. And he’s asking for his wife.”

“His wife?” Beck asked.

“Yep. That’s you apparently,” Nelson replied.

“Oh yeah. Forgot that part,” Beck said, collapsing into her desk chair. She noticed the look of stunned shock on Morales’ face.

“What part would that be?” Nelson asked, the laughter apparent in her voice.

“I’ll be down in a second.”

“I can’t wait. Nelson out.”

“You’re married?” Morales gasped.

“Not in this lifetime,” Beck said humorlessly as she stood back up to leave. “We’ve got a Yynsian in a full-fledged identity crisis down in the infirmary. You might as well tag along, so I don’t have to tell this story more than once.”



By the time Beck and Morales entered the infirmary, Jaroch had pretty much fully recovered…pretty much except for not knowing that he was Jaroch of Yyns, a commander in Starfleet.

“Hey, beautiful!” Jaroch exclaimed upon spotting Beck. He rushed over and kissed her before she had a chance to react. Beck’s gut instinct was to damage several of Jaroch’s vital organs, but she restrained herself and instead focused on extricating himself from his extremely long hug. Morales just watched the whole scene in a fascinated disgust.

“This is really great,” Jaroch said. “It’s not even my birthday. Where did you get all this? Where are we? Is this still Norfolk?”

“Jaroch, can you go sit down for a minute? I’ve got to talk about what’s next with Dr. Nelson and Commander Morales here.”

“Commander Morales. Right.”

“Hey!” Morales protested. Beck silenced him with a hand on his arm.

“This is really great,” Jaroch said again as he headed over to one of the biobeds. Nelson and Morales gathered close to Beck to get some sort of explanation of what the hell was going on.

“Okay. That’s definitely not Jaroch,” Beck said.

“You mentioned that,” Nelson said. “I did a brain wave scan just to check. Turns out you’re right. Jaroch’s in there somewhere, but his pattern is buried under this one.”

“So who is this one?” Morales asked.

“A past life,” Beck said. “From twentieth century Earth. I think his name was Carl Jaroch. I really don’t remember. Captain Rydell knows a hell of a lot more about this than I do.”

“What do you know?” Nelson asked. “Specifically anything about you being married to him.”

“This is going to sound insane,” Beck warned.

“And that’s unusual?”

“Point taken. In the late twentieth century, due to vagaries in the time stream or fate or coincidence or who the hell knows what, several people…ancestors of many of the Secondprize crew…ended up together at a university in Norfolk, Virginia. Weird part is they had the same names we do for the most part.”

“That is weird,” Morales said, looking over at Jaroch/Carl. “So what? The twentieth century Lisa Beck was married to him?”

“Bingo,” Beck said.

“That explains that,” Nelson said. “But it doesn’t help me get Commander Jaroch back.”

“What did Yyns have to say?” Beck asked.

“I talked to Jaroch’s sister at the Temple of Mi Clane. She said he should come out of it on his own.”

“When?” Morales asked.

“She didn’t know, but she didn’t seem very concerned.”

“Great,” Beck said. She noticed Jaroch/Carl blowing her kisses from across the room. She smiled weakly and waved at him.

“So what do we do with him?” Nelson asked.

“He should stay here,” Morales said.

“No way,” Nelson said. “I am not babysitting. He’s perfectly healthy and should not be held prisoner.”

“Doctor, he’s mentally unstable,” Morales replied. “We can’t have some guy who things he’s a twentieth century college student running around the station.”

“Better that than some of the people we’ve got here now,” Nelson said. “I don’t see what harm he could possibly do, Lisa.”

“Fine. Release him, but he needs an escort,” Beck said.

“I agree…Mrs. Jaroch.”

“What?”

“He responds to you,” Nelson explained. “He knows you at least. Who else are we going to stick him with?”

Beck put her head in her hands. “Fine. FINE! I’ll take care of him. Come on, Jaroch!”

“And, Commander, he’s a person, not a dog,” Nelson said.

“Don’t push me, Nelson,” Beck grumbled as Jaroch/Carl raced over.

“What’s next?” he asked excitedly.

“I guess you get the grand tour,” Beck said.

“Sounds great,” Jaroch/Carl said, taking Beck’s hand. She tried to shake him off, but couldn’t. He didn’t even seem to be noticing her efforts.

“I’ll be around if you need me, Walter,” Beck said joylessly. “Just contact me. About anything. Really.” Her eyes were almost pleading as Jaroch/Carl pulled her out of the infirmary.

“They make such a cute couple,” Nelson said smiling. Morales grunted and stalked out of the infirmary, clearly unamused. For Nelson’s part, she didn’t mind a bit. Any jealousy she may have had subsided the second Beck explained what was going on. If there was anyone on Waystation who understood problems with split personalities, it was Nelson.





CHAPTER SEVEN



In the couple of hours it had taken the crew of the Runabout Cumberland to backtrack the D’Ceti distress sphere’s course, Lieutenant Porter had gotten a pretty good translation of the sphere’s message. There wasn’t a lot to it. Mainly “Help. We’re crashing. Come get us.” and some coordinates. The part that bothered Porter was the specific nature of the distress call. The sphere’s comm system didn’t have a lot of range, so it was obviously heading somewhere, most likely to wherever this species’ home planet was. Not that Porter was paranoid or anything, but he just had this nagging suspicion they wouldn’t be incredibly friendly towards outsiders. Sometimes it just sucked to be the Good Samaritan.

On the other hand, there was the thrill of first contact. In his entire Starfleet career, Porter had never been the one to meet a new species. Granted, that was the kind of thing people in the command branch usually handled, but Porter’s scientific mind yearned to experience that sense of wonder and discovery upon encountering a race previously unknown to the Federation. Heading this close to Multek space was obviously risky, but this could be the one chance Porter ever got at first contact.

Russell brought the Cumberland out of warp as close to the planet Porter had pinpointed as possible so as not to attract too much Multek attention. Close turned out to be very close.

“SH**!!!” Russell screamed as a mountain peak seemingly materialized out of nowhere. He frantically pulled up the runabout’s nose, almost overloading the inertial dampeners in the process.

“DIOS MIO!” Lazlo cried, diving for cover.

“Okay. All better,” Russell said finally as he leveled the ship off and climbed into a low orbit. He looked over at Porter, who had maintained his seat and his silence through the entire thing. “You handled that well.”

“I was spot-welded to my chair by utter terror,” Porter said shakily. In a sudden move, he smacked Russell upside the head. “Sorry. Delayed reflex action.”

“Forget it,” Russell mumbled.

“If the floor show is over, can we get on with today’s romp into certain death?” Lazlo grumbled.

“Hold on,” Porter said, checking the sensors. It didn’t take him long to find what he was looking for. A large collection of spheres matching the general make-up of the distress sphere lay in a mangled mass near the base of the mountain range Russell nearly crashed the Cumberland into seconds earlier.

“At least they cleared us a nice trench to land in,” Russell said, observing the scans.

“Land?” Lazlo said. “You aren’t seriously going to just leave us that vulnerable in front of an unknown, possibly hostile species.”

“Better that than leaving an unmanned runabout in orbit where it can be blown to hell by a known, incredibly hostile species,” Porter said. Lazlo really couldn’t argue with Porter’s logic there. He went to the back to get his gear.

Russell set the runabout down in the alien ship’s impact trench without so much as a bump. His general flying may have left a bit to be desired, but Russell was a virtuoso when it came to landings. He’d never really even had a special training. It was just an innate talent. An unappreciated talent to be sure, but it was his all the same.

Lazlo returned a moment later with a long, black case, which he opened revealing an equally long, black rifle. Russell took a longing look at the sleek standard, marine-issue compression phaser rifle, then pulled one of Starfleet’s ugly-ass version. Porter contented himself with a hand phaser. He figured he’d be spending most of his time looking at a tricorder anyway.

“We ready?” Russell asked, slinging a couple of medkits onto his back and checking the charge on his rifle again.

“I can barely contain my excitement,” Porter remarked as he grabbed an engineering kit and programmed coordinates into the ship’s small transporter. He joined Russell and Lazlo on the pad, then the three men beamed over to who knew what.



“I am sensing others,” the chief scanner thought-sent.

“As am I,” Captain Joros thought-replied. “We will stay here. We are too weak to fight.”

“They will destroy us!”

“We shall see.”



Admiral Wuddle looked out at the gathered group of Multeks and sighed. After months of recruiting, a pitiful seven people were all he’d been able to convince. Of course, the upside of this was that their group had not been discovered by the authorities. One of these days, though, Wuddle knew that someone would notice that every week, the same seven people came to his house.

“Our moment has come,” Wuddle began. The seven others stopped their various side conversations and turned all of their attention towards him.

“You have proof?” Hypple asked hopefully. Hypple had been Wuddle’s first recruit. He’d been a crewmember on the cruise vessel Wuddle was in command of when they first encountered the Federations. The others had been able to convince themselves that they had imagined the whole thing, but not Hypple.

Now that Wuddle had fully realized that the Multek government had no interest in verifying the existence of the Federations, he needed people like Hypple to help him pursue the matter unofficially.

“Not in my hands,” Wuddle said. Hypple visibly deflated. “But I received word today that one of our ships shot down an ‘imaginary’ vessel.”

“What is the Frequoq going to do?” another follower asked.

“What he always does about such things: nothing,” Wuddle said. “This is our chance, True Believers! We have to take action when those who lead us will not. The people of the Multek Enclave must know the truth about the so- called-imaginaries.”

“Do you have a plan?” Hypple asked.

“Of course,” Wuddle snapped annoyed. “We’re going to go to this crashed ship ourselves.”

“We are?” the seven asked in surprised unison.

“I don’t think I can find a baby sitter.”

“I have to work.”

“I get space sick.”

“Are you nuts? We’ll be arrested!”

“That’s it. I’m out of here.”

“Admiral, my blue hair!”

“I’ll go.” One voice broke through the chaos. Six of the followers were already on their way out the door, but Hypple remained.

“I’m glad someone understands the importance of what I’m trying to do,” Wuddle said. “We need a ship.”

“You’re an admiral. Can’t we just take one of yours?”

“And alert the entire Multek fleet about our plan? I don’t think so.”

“I guess we could take one from the cruise line. Lukoquo Kibble just got in a small, luxury yacht for the really rich clients.”

“Is it armed?”

“Yeah. A little.”

“Perfect,” Wuddle said, rubbing his hands through his blue hair excitedly. “We’ll swipe the ship tonight. Before Kibble wakes up tomorrow, we’ll be out of the Enclave.”

“Ou..ou..out?” Hypple asked fearfully.

“The ship is crashed beyond our borders.”

“Bbbbut, no Multek has been beyond the borders.”

“Yes they have. How else would they have shot the alien ship down?” Wuddle said.

“Uh…okay. You’ve got a point.”

“Be strong, son,” Wuddle said, putting a reassuring arm around Hypple’s shoulders. “You’re going to get fired, and we both may be arrested or killed, but we WILL have the TRUTH!”

“Um…er…sure. That’s good…I guess.”

“Great. I’ll meet you at the shipdock in five hours. Try to get some sleep. Big day tomorrow.”

Hypple smiled weakly and headed out into the darkness of the Multos night. The lighted upside-down loop in the Quickie Travel Tram track gave him some comfort as he walked home.

“Big day tomorrow. Oh yeah. There’s an understatement. I’m throwing my life away because of what?”

Hypple remembered seeing the strange beings running through the corridors of the cruise vessel a couple of years earlier with their funny colored skin, odd voices, and bizarre clothes. He was positive that he’d been hallucinating until one of them shoved him aside in their rush to get by. Hallucinations usually didn’t push people around.

Now he was going to get some answers…maybe. Deciding he really didn’t feel like walking, Hypple hailed a bumper-cab. Yep. Big day tomorrow.

Wuddle had better know what the Yudinel he was doing.



Porter, Russell, and Lazlo materialized in the middle of the central sphere of the wreckage. Despite whatever weirdness they may have been expecting, the inside was a fairly normal corridor…well, normal except for being a bent wreck with debris scattered everywhere.

Porter scanned around with his tricorder. “Lovely,” he muttered. “I can’t scan out much farther than about five feet. Some sort of radiation.”

“Harmful?” Lazlo asked.

“Most radiation is,” Porter replied. Lazlo took one of the medkits off Russell’s back and injected each man with a hypo.

“That should protect us for a while…assuming this isn’t some sort of super-nasty alien radiation.”

“Seems pretty weak actually,” Porter said. “The tricorder just doesn’t like it.”

“I guess this means we’re splitting up, huh?” Russell said.

“Wise man,” Porter replied. “I’ll head to the fore and see if I can find some kind of bridge. You two look for survivors. I don’t know how this radiation will affect the commbadges, so we’ll meet back here in an hour.”

“You got it,” Russell said. He headed off towards the rear of the deck to start checking rooms.

“Problem, Colonel?” Porter asked, noticing that Lazlo was still hovering around.

“Why are you heading to the bridge instead of one of us?”

“Because I’m the one with a chance in hell of getting some systems operational,” Porter said. “If this thing’s got a functioning shield grid, I’d like to get it up and running before the Multeks swing by to finish the job.”

“Agreed. But don’t think I’m going to start taking orders from you, Porter.”

“Frankly, Colonel, I really don’t give a damn what you do as long as it involves finding the crew of this ship,” Porter said, moving towards the front of the sphere.

“Smug bastard,” Lazlo muttered once Porter was out of earshot. He cradled his rifle in the ready position and headed towards a connecting tunnel to the next sphere.

The tunnel itself was almost blocked by wreckage, but Lazlo was able to crawl over it while still keeping a finger on the trigger of his rifle. Who knew what the residents of this ship looked like? He had to be ready.

The main part of the next sphere seemed to be some sort of hydroponics bay. Dripping plants lay limply along the floor. Then Lazlo realized what he was seeing. This whole chamber had once been filled with water, some of which was still leaking out of a large gash in the bulkhead.

Moving on, Lazlo found a ladder down to a lower chamber of the sphere. Swinging the light mounted on the front of his rifle back and forth, he scanned for movement. Nothing. Satisfied, he descended to the next deck, jumping down the last couple of rungs. They were odd rungs too. Widely spaced and positioned all over the descending tube.

Feet firmly on the deck below, Lazlo continued his search.



“They are coming.”

“Hostility. It is all hostility.”

“I am ready,” Joros thought-said.



Lazlo followed the corridor to a door. Normally, it looked like it would have been a formidable barrier, but crash damage had left it unable to completely close.

He kicked the door in, aiming his rifle into the room and spotting for targets. Nothing. He walked inside and realized he was wrong.

“OOOOH! PRETTY!” he exclaimed in a daze.

Yes, very pretty. Hypnotizing, actually.

And then the voices started.





CHAPTER EIGHT



“I just can’t get over this, Lisa,” Carl/Jaroch gasped looking around the Waystation food court. Normally, Beck would be having lunch at the Andorian restaurant, but she figured the food might be a little much for a 20th century human. “Where are we? I’ve never heard of a Star Trek exhibit this elaborate.”

“Jaroch…”

“All these uniforms. And the make-up. This must have taken forever.”

“Jaroch…”

“And it’s so damn big! Or is there a matte painting down there somewhere I can’t see.” Carl/Jaroch looked down over the foot court railing, craning his neck to see as much of the lower level of Starfleet Square Mall as possible.

“Carl!” Beck snapped. Carl/Jaroch immediately returned his attention to her.

“Yes, beautiful,” he replied adoringly.

“Listen to me very carefully. You are not who you think you are or even when you think you are.”

“You aren’t making a bit of sense, hon.”

“I’m not surprised,” Beck said, rubbing her temples. She couldn’t tell if her headache was coming from Jaroch or that miserable excuse for plomeek soup she’d just had from Soup on a Stick. “But try. Please oh please try to get this. You are Jaroch.”

“I know that.”

“But you’re a different Jaroch. You are from a planet called Yyns. Right now, one of your past lives is in control. The personality I’m talking to now is of a person who has been dead for a couple hundred years.”

“Right,” Carl/Jaroch laughed. “I can play along.” He reached over to run his hand along her cheek.

“No, Jaroch!” Beck said, grabbing Carl/Jaroch’s arm and slamming it down on the table. Now she had his undivided attention. “It is now 2375 by your calendar. I am Lisa Beck, but I am not the one you married. She’s long since dead. YOU are long since dead.”

“So this is heaven? I thought it’d be less…crowded.”

“This isn’t a joke.”

“Prove it,” Carl/Jaroch said, crossing his arms and leaning back in his chair.

“What?” Beck said in disbelief. “Look around! That thing over there with all the…things growing out of its head. Do you have those on Earth in your time?”

“Great make-up job.”

“I don’t have time for this. I need to be in ops,” Beck said, getting up from the table. “There are surely more important things going on on this station.” Carl/Jaroch got up from the table with her and followed her all the way to the turbolift…and into the turbolift. Beck really didn’t know what to do with him. She couldn’t just leave him to wander the station alone.

“Ops,” she said, just pushing the issue from her mind. Maybe he’d just be quiet.

“This isn’t my hand,” Carl/Jaroch said a couple of moments later. Sure enough, he was staring at his hand. “I don’t have this little birthmark on my thumb.”

“I told you,” Beck said. Carl/Jaroch proceeded to peer into the turbolift control panel, examining his reflection as best he could.

“Holy sh**!”

“I know.”

“This is the future.”

“Yes.”

“HOLY SH**!!!”

“I’m glad you’ve finally come around.”

“Oh, Travis and Alex would love this!” Carl/Jaroch said. “This is…unbelievable. Can I stay?”

“Only until Jaroch takes his mind back,” Beck said as the turbolift started to slow. The doors opened out into ops, and Carl/Jaroch practically pushed past her to get to the viewscreen. It was just showing a starfield at the moment, but he was fascinated.

“It’s just space,” Lieutenant Commander Morales muttered, voicing Beck’s thoughts.

“Easy for you to say,” Carl/Jaroch replied. “I’ve never been here.”

“Commander, is this a good idea?” Morales asked hesitantly.

“I doubt it,” Beck said. “But I couldn’t think of any better ones. Anything going on up here?”

“Not a thing. You know, you could show him a holodeck,” Morales suggested. “Put him on his home turf.”

“And leave him there,” Beck said, hoping Carl/Jaroch wasn’t paying attention. He seemed far too busy trying to get Lieutenant Stanton to show him where the weapons controls were.

“We could lock it.”

“No. But the idea’s not bad. Carl, you want to see something else?”

“Sure,” Carl/Jaroch said, beating Beck to the turbolift.

“Have fun,” Morales said flatly.

“Yippee.”



“Okay, so what do you want to see?” Beck asked as she and Carl/Jaroch stood in an empty holodeck.

“This is REALLY a holodeck? Like on the show?”

“What show? I have no clue what you’re babbling about.”

“Never mind.”

“Look, why don’t we go with something familiar,” Beck said. “Computer, create Norfolk, Virginia.”

“Please state the desired era.”

“Twentieth century. Late 1990’s.”

“Please narrow parameters,” the computer replied.

“Old Dominion University,” Beck said, remembering the name of the place Captain Rydell had mentioned.

“Please narrow parameters.”

“Carl?” Beck said, gesturing for him to take over.

“Powhatan Apartments. Outside building AA.”

“Working………..Program complete.” All around them, the world shifted, revealing a walkway running between two rows of greyish-blue buildings. As usual in the holodeck, the weather was perfect. The sun shone brightly, but not oppressively as a cool breeze blew by.

“Wow,” Carl/Jaroch said softly. “What about people? Can this thing make Alex and Travis?”

“Sure. I guess as long as there’s some record of them,” Beck said. “Computer, add Alex Rydell and Travis Dillon characters based on historical records from the late twentieth century.”

Two figures appeared. Beck was amazed how similar they looked to the present Captain Rydell and Commander Dillon. There were definite differences, but the similarities were spooky. She resisted the temptation to call up her twentieth century ancestor.

“Is this all they do?” Carl/Jaroch asked, looking the pseudo-Alex and Travis over.

“No. They’re fully interactive…as long as there’s some personality records.”

“Hello?” Carl/Jaroch said, waving his hand in front of Alex.

“Hi. I’m Alex Rydell,” the pseudo-Alex said. “I like computers and pizza.”

“Hi. I’m Travis Dillon,” the pseudo-Travis chimed in. “I like writing and movies.”

“That’s it?” Carl/Jaroch said.

“There must not be a lot of information available about them. We lost a lot in the Third World War.”

“It’s okay. This is cool and all, but it’s just wrong. It’s missing the details. I can’t smell the Elizabeth River and it’s lovely aroma of sewage. I can’t hear music blaring out of a dozen open windows. And I sure as hell can’t talk to those two.” He pointed at the pseudo-Alex and Travis, who just stood quietly with smiles pasted on their faces.

“Morales to Beck.”

“Go ahead, Walter,” Beck replied.

“We just received a message from Russell and Porter. They’re on their way to check out a distress call,” Morales replied. “They’ll contact us if they need help in retrieving survivors.”

“This will be so much easier when we get the Wayward into service,” Beck said. Waystation’s new support ship had arrived just the week before and was waiting for final flight testing. It wasn’t anywhere near as spectacular as she would have liked. Deep Space Nine had gotten the Defiant. She got a glorified scout ship. Granted, it could handle a crew of 20 and was armed to the teeth, but it wasn’t a Defiant.

“Do you want me to get the Roanoke prepped just in case?” Morales asked, referring to the Waystation’s newest runabout. The station had been forced to operate with only the Cumberland for a while after the Yadkin was destroyed by the Starshine Kids in their failed attempt to take over the renovated station. But now, with the Roanoke, and the soon-to-be-spaceworthy Wayward, Waystation would be up to three support craft. It wasn’t exactly a fleet, but it was better than nothing.

“Yeah. And keep me informed. Beck out.” She turned back to Carl/Jaroch …who wasn’t there. “Where the hell did he go?”

“Beats us,” pseudo-Alex and Travis replied smiling.

“Computer end program and delete Alex and Travis characters…painfully if possible.”

She stormed out of the holodeck, barking orders as she went. “Beck to security. Find Commander Jaroch and bring him to ops…but be gentle. He’s not who he thinks he is right now.”

“Um…okay,” the responding security officer replied confused.

Beck charged into a turbolift. “Ops.” This would all have been much easier if Jaroch’s commbadge were functioning, but it’d been crushed in the accident. They were just going to have to do this the old fashioned way. Besides, how many Yynsians could there be on the station anyway?



“127,” Morales said as Beck stepped out into ops.

“We’ve got 127 Yynsians on board right now. There’s some sort of travel club passing through.”

“Perfect,” Beck muttered. “Why can’t this ever be easy?”

“You were really mean to someone in a past life,” Morales said.

“Don’t even say past life,” Beck said. “Jaroch couldn’t have gone far. Look for lone Yynsians on the mall level. He seemed to really like it there.”



Carl/Jaroch was actually a couple of decks above the mall in the corridors of Dillon Enterprises. A voice in his head he couldn’t explain but that seemed very familiar had been directing his actions. First, he’d used a computer terminal to gather information concerning the location of a device. Then, he’d accessed a map of how to get to that location. Now, the voice was leading him down this corridor. Actually, it wasn’t so much a voice. It was more like he just knew, but the knowledge wasn’t really his. It was an odd sensation to say the least.

The knowledge in his head stopped him at a particular door, which was locked. Somehow, Carl/Jaroch innately knew how to disable the lock and enter the room. Inside was a large cylinder. The words “time pod” echoed in his mind. This was how he could get what he wanted. The knowledge in his head protested. It hadn’t liked the idea all along, but was powerless to fight Carl/Jaroch’s desires. The knowledge may not like what was happening, but it had no choice but to serve Carl/Jaroch, as it had been doing up to now. Carl/Jaroch examined the time pod, the knowledge telling him that components were broken and how to fix them. He set to work.



“We’re starting to get complaints,” Morales said. “Security just frisked two Yynsians older than most of Jaroch’s past lives.”

“This is just perfect,” Beck muttered.

“So you keep saying. Do you want me to call out the marines?”

“Definitely not. And tell security to show a little common sense.”

“I’m on it…not that it will do much good.”



The repairs were complete, and Carl/Jaroch had, with the help of the knowledge, zeroed in on his targets and programmed in their coordinates. This was going to be so great.

He activated the pod.



“Is it getting dark in here?” Beck asked, noticing that she was having to squint to see the internal sensor readouts. Then, she realized the readouts were dimming too.

“We’ve got a major power fall off,” Lieutenant Stanton reported.

“Morales, I told you to pay that damn bill,” Beck said humorlessly as she joined Lieutenant Oliver Mason at the engineering/science console.

“The core’s being drained,” Mason reported. “Something on Deck 16.”

“Bradley,” Morales said.

“Beck to Bradley Dillon.”

“Shouldn’t you be seeing to whatever is disrupting my conference, Commander?” Bradley replied.

“That’s what I’d just love to talk to you about.”

“Me? What help can I possibly be?”

“Well, it’s coming from one of your labs on Deck 16.”

“There’s nothing on Deck 16,” Bradley replied testily. He fell silent for a moment. “Except the time pod,” he finished softly. “I’m heading there now.”

“We’ll meet you. Beck out. Beck to Nelson. We may need you. Deck 16. Room C-47.”

“Acknowledged,” Doctor Nelson replied quickly. She could obviously tell this was no time for humor.

“Let’s go, Commander,” Beck said to Morales. The two entered the turbolift and descended through the station.

“I just know it’s him,” Beck said, breaking the silence in the turbolift.

“The thought did cross my mind.”

“I tell you, Walter, times like this remind me why I’m so glad to be here with you instead of back on the Secondprize with those psychos…no offense to Captain Rydell.”

“We’re glad you’re here, too,” Morales replied. Beck gave him a brief smile, then her face hardened back into business mode.



The cycle was complete. Carl/Jaroch could hear voices within the pod…then silence…then screaming. They had to be surprised and confused. He activated the door control.



Beck, Morales, Nelson, and Bradley Dillon all converged on the door to the research and development lab at the same time. Bradley quickly deactivated the lock, allowing the group to rush inside.

It was Jaroch all right. He was standing at the pod control panel, smiling broadly. Beck breathed a sigh of relief. He was still there. She’d worried that he’d sent himself back in time to Norfolk, Virginia of the twentieth century. She really had no desire to have to go retrieve him from the past.

That’s when she noticed the door to the pod opening. Morales instinctively went for his phaser, but Beck gestured for him to put it away.

Two figures stepped out of the pod, arguing with each other as they went. Beck recognized them right away even though she desperately wanted not to.

It was Alex Rydell and Travis Dillon. The twentieth century versions. Live and in the flesh.

Right about then, the time pod started humming and shaking wildly. It exploded a moment later, knocking everyone to the floor.

“Perfect,” Beck moaned, cradling her head in her hands as she surveyed the smoking ruins of the time pod. “Just perfect.”





CHAPTER NINE



Wow, those voices had been great to be with for a while. And they had such wonderful ideas.

Kill Russell and Porter!

Wonderful! That would just be the BEST!!!

Lazlo continued on his way back to where he’d last seen Russell. There was only one way to describe it. For the first time in his life, Colonel Martin Lazlo felt absolutely, positively groovy.

“Groovin’ on a Sunday afternoon.”

What a day! What a universe!

Lazlo rubbed his rifle lovingly. Life just did not get any better than this.

“Groovy, groovy, jazzy, funky.”



The echoing all around was starting to get unnerving. Porter tried to put his nerves back together after once again having them shattered by a bit of debris falling somewhere and sounding for all the universe like…well, the end of the universe. The one consolation he had was that his wrist-beacon was providing more than sufficient light to see what was around him despite the incessant flickering of the ship’s own lighting. Leave it to Starfleet R&D to develop a smaller, better flashlight. Now if only they could figure out some way to keep people from falling out of their chairs when a ship got hit.

While he realized that assuming the bridge would be in the front sphere of this alien ship was an incredibly Feder-centric was to think, Porter suspected that he was about to be proven right. The rooms he’d found so far looked like a briefing room, offices (he guessed) and some sort of dining facility. There was one other room with several holes and tubes mounted all around it that he didn’t really want to know the function of. In any case, they were the sort of administrative rooms Porter would expect to be near a bridge on a starship.

One thing he had noticed was that there were no chairs to be found on the entire ship. Instead, there were stool-like objects. Either these folks weren’t humanoid, or they had the worst back pain in the known universe.



Russell had thus far found his part of the search fairly easy. Assigning himself the rear eight spheres of the crashed ship had turned out to be the right move to make. He’d been through four spheres already and found nothing but cargo, cargo, and more cargo. At one point, Russell assumed the spheres in question must have been stacked from floor to ceiling with various boxes and containers. Now it was sort of all over the place. Actually, (and Russell no expert on this by any stretch of the imagination), Russell had concluded that these particular spheres must not have been equipped with artificial gravity. This would account for the complete lack of stairs or ladders.

Instead, the door to the sphere was mounted in the middle of the wall. If there were gravity, someone walking it would have just slid right down to the bottom, which is exactly what Russell had done in the first sphere he’d entered. This action was accompanied by a great deal of screaming, which got worse when he slid into something that could only be described as squishy. Russell thought he’d found one of the dead crew. It turned out to be some sort of food substance (he guessed) spilling out of a broken container.

Stacking several of the undamaged containers together, Russell had managed to get up to the opposite door of the sphere and continue his search. The next three cargo spheres had gone much more smoothly, but he still hadn’t found any sign of anyone.

He made his way through the connecting tunnel to the next sphere which was filled with mangled machinery and collapsed catwalks. Probably an engine room. This was more Porter’s department.

Russell tapped his commbadge to report in. “Russell to Porter.”

“Wa…re…nt…ar…you ver..ell,” came the mangled reply.

“Craig, you’re going to have to turn on the universal translator. I can’t understand a word you’re mumbling.”

“I…speak…nglish…y…oron!”

“If you can understand me, I still haven’t found anyone, but I think I’m in engineering. You got that? Ennnnginnneeeerringgggg.”



There were days when Porter really wished that he’d smothered Sean with his pillow back when they were Academy roommates and saved himself a lot of aggravation.

“Got…at…Ennn…innnn…eeerin…g,” Russell’s voice shouted through Porter’s poor, straining commbadge.

“Sure. Fine. Porter out,” Porter snapped, closing the channel. Russell had apparently found engineering. That was good to know at least.

Porter meanwhile was pretty sure he’d found the bridge. It wasn’t a huge room. Actually, it only seemed to have stations for four…beings, whatever they were. Each station had one of those uncomfortable looking stools (there was barely enough seat there for Porter’s rear, and he wasn’t exactly a big guy), but the stools were mounted in the center of what looked almost like a cage-type structure. Consoles stood in various positions on the inner surface of these “cages” and at various levels.

Without even realizing he was doing it, Porter let out a low whistle. These aliens had to be very, very skilled at their jobs. To handle that many consoles at once, Porter would have needed six or seven arms.

Of course, these aliens could always have six or seven arms. Pushing the idea out of his head with a nervous chuckle, Porter moved in closer to examine some of the stations. He needed to find whatever one of these stations handled shield operations. The bridge lights flickered again reminding Porter that he also needed to see if he could restore main power to this battered hulk.

All of this would have been a lot easier if he or Russell or Lazlo could find the crew and get them to help. The idea passed through Porter’s head that they were wasting their time. The crew could have very well detached an escape pod sphere much like they had with the distress sphere. But if they’d done that, why send out the distress sphere with a message saying the crew was on the crashed ship?

No, Porter’s instincts were telling him that the crew was on board somewhere. They were possibly incapacitated or maybe just plain scared, but they were there. Once Porter was able to make contact, everything would be fine…assuming, of course, that Lazlo didn’t shoot them on sight.



Lazlo had a very perceptible bounce to his step as he bopped through the corridors of the ship.

“I’m your boogie man. That’s what I am. Gonna kill Sean, however I can.”



Spheres, spheres everywhere and not a sign of life. Russell smiled at his clever poetry manipulation (actually, it was the only line of poetry he knew) and headed into sphere number eight.

“And what do we have for our contestants, tonight, Krinok?” Russell shouted, looking into the sphere and mocking a popular Klingon game show he’d been unfortunate enough to find himself a contestant on at one point. “Well, you dishonorable pitakh, it’s more broken engine parts. WOOOOOO!”

He headed it, checking his tricorder as he went for some sign of life or movement or something.

Nothing nothing nothing nothing…

BEEP BLIP BLEEEEEEP!

Something!

It was coming from between two large engine reactors…or possibly laundry machines. Who knew with these aliens? Russell aimed his wrist light into the darkness of the path between the two huge, spherical (what a surprise) machines.

The light fell on Colonel Lazlo…

…and the phaser rifle he had pointed directly at Russell.





CHAPTER TEN



The silence that had fallen across the Dillon Enterprises Research and Development Lab after the explosion of the time pod was broken by a scream…Bradley Dillon’s scream to be precise.

The multi-billionaire businessman scrambled out from under the table where he’d hidden and rushed to the smoldering remains of the time pod.

“No no no no no,” he muttered softly, holding his hands to the side of his head.

Soon after, Carl/Jaroch recovered and rushed over to help Travis and Alex to their feet. The two uninvited guests were still a bit dazed and confused. Okay, they were very dazed and confused. Travis’s head was turning right and left as if on a high speed pivot as he tried to figure out where the hell he was. Alex, meanwhile, stared at Carl/Jaroch, squinting as if it would help him see some hidden truth.

“Carl?” he said finally. Travis stopped looking around and followed Alex’s gaze to the man standing in front of them.

“Him?” Travis said. He looked more closely. “Carl?”

“It’s me,” Carl/Jaroch replied.

“It sort of looks like you…er, him, but you’re not…” Alex began.

“You brought us to the future!” Travis shouted. “You’re like 40 now, right? This is…2013!”

“Not even close,” Morales muttered.

“You’re nuts,” Alex said.

“How do you explain it then?” Travis said.

“Um…well…How do you explain that?” Alex said, pointing at the uniforms Morales and Beck were wearing.

“Uh…” Travis ran his hand nervously through his hair as his mind raced. “Um…”

“Think about it,” Alex said finally. “We were walking to your car. We passed by a gas main. It must have been leaking. We’re in a hallucination. That’s all.”

“We’re both hallucinating the same thing?” Travis said incredulously.

“Unlikely, but possible,” Alex said. “Certainly more possible than being transported to the future be someone who looks like Carl.” He then turned to look at Bradley. “And your brother.”

At these words, Bradley perked up, his eyes locking on Travis and filling with demonic hatred.

“YOU!” Bradley screamed, diving across the wreckage and clamping his hands around Travis’s throat before Travis could so much as scream. The two fell to the floor, Travis desperately trying to pry Bradley’s hands off of his neck as Bradley squeezed with all his might. Alex and Carl/Jaroch quickly moved in to pull Bradley off of him.

“I’m really enjoying this, but I suppose we should do something,” Beck said, straightening her uniform. “Doctor, I’m pretty sure I know who these two are, but would you scan them just to be sure.”

“Better than just standing here doing nothing,” Nelson said, pulling out her tricorder.

“And Morales, get Bradley out of here and calm him down.”

“You don’t want me to stay here to assist you?” Morales asked warily.

“Amedon and I can handle things,” Beck said.

“Yes, ma’am.” Morales stepped over to Carl/Jaroch and Alex, who had successfully removed Bradley’s fingers from Travis’s trachea and were restraining him, and wrapped his arm Bradley’s shoulder. “Let’s go, Mister Dillon. We’ll get all this cleared up.”

“There’s nothing left.”

“Only your billions and billions of credits. I hope that’s enough consolation,” Morales said, leading Bradley out of the lab.

“You okay, Travis?” Alex asked, helping Travis to his feet.

“Some hallucination,” Travis gasped. He turned on Carl/Jaroch. “All right, Carl Jaroch, if that is your real name, what the hell is going on here?”

“You’re in the future,” Carl/Jaroch replied.

“I told you we were hallucinating,” Alex said.

“No. Really. This is the 24th century. I’m Jaroch, but a later incarnation. Carl Jaroch’s personality is just in charge right now.” He looked back at Beck. “Did I get that right?”

“Close enough,” Beck said.

“Uh…Commander, can I talk to you for a sec?” Nelson asked as she waved Beck over to where she’d been unobtrusively scanning Travis and Alex.

“What have you got?” Beck asked looking over Nelson’s shoulder at the tricorder.

“They’re humans. By the pollution content in their lungs, the chemicals in their hair, and the crap in their stomachs, I’d say probably late 20th century. But you expected all that, right?”

“Yep. Anything else?”

“Well, they’ve both had Starfleet standard mindwipes. Two of them to be exact. I’d say both occurred within the last two months. You know why they would…?”

“Unfortunately,” Beck replied, turning her attention back to Carl/Jaroch ’s conversation.

“Carl, this is cool and all,” Alex was saying. “But we’ve got finals in a couple of days.”

“And I’ve got graduation and a wedding in the next couple weeks…not to mention Christmas!” Travis added.

“Don’t worry. We’ll get you back in plenty of time. We’ve got a…” Carl/Jaroch suddenly realized what he was about to say.

“Oh sh**,” he said softly.

“Don’t tell me that was your only time machine,” Alex said. Carl/Jaroch grimaced and nodded.

“Oh sh**,” Alex and Travis said in unison. The two 20th century men were silent for a moment, mulling over their options.

“This could still be a trick,” Alex said.

“Some trick,” Travis muttered. “And why pull it on us? We’re nobody.”

“We’ve only seen this room. This could still be a set or something. Let’s not panic.”

“We can leave if you want,” Beck said. Travis and Alex seemed to look at her for the first time.

“Lisa?” they both asked.

“Don’t you start too,” Beck said. She turned on her heel and led the newcomers out of the lab.



“And this is Starfleet Square Mall,” Beck said as she and the others stepped out of the turbolift onto the upper level of the mall. Alex and Travis rushed past her to the railing and looked out at the life teeming around them.”

“Aliens!” Travis shouted.

“Out here, we’re all aliens,” Nelson said.

“That was actually kind of deep,” Beck said.

“Stuff it, Red,” Nelson snapped.

“I told you,” Carl/Jaroch said, walking up behind Travis and Alex. “Still think it’s a hallucination?”

“No,” Alex said in stunned shock.

“And we’re stuck here?” Travis said with no hint of regret in his voice. If anything, he sounded ecstatic.

“Looks like it,” Carl/Jaroch said.

“Morales to Beck,” Beck’s commbadge barked suddenly.

“Beck here,” she replied.

“If you’ve got our guests taken care of, could you spare a few moments for Mister Dillon? He requires your special touch.”

“Understood,” Beck said with a smile. “I’ll meet you both in my office. Beck out.” Bradley must be demanding money or for Jaroch to be prosecuted or something, and Morales’ gentle diplomacy was most likely not working. She needed to come put things a little more forcefully.

“Wait a second,” Nelson said once Beck had closed the channel. “You aren’t leaving me with these three.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Beck said. “I have someone far more appropriate in mind…and here she comes now.”

Yeoman Jones was indeed approaching, her head buried deep in a padd. She didn’t even notice Beck until Beck grabbed her arm as the yeoman was passing by.

“Hey!” Jones snapped. She then saw who had grabbed her. “Commander! I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you. How are you?”

“Perfect,” Beck said flatly. Her tone immediately made Jones nervous. Something she wasn’t going to like was about to occur. She could just feel it. “I need you to do me a favor.”

“Um…okay,” Jones said. “What is it?”

“We have a couple of VIP’s on board,” Beck replied, gesturing to Carl/Jaroch, Alex and Travis. “I just want you to show them around.”

“Is that Captain Rydell?” Jones asked, peering at Alex.

“Captain Rydell?” Alex and Travis said confused.

“No,” Beck said quickly. “Just a distant relative. But I’d like them to stay related, so don’t let anything happen to him. Or Travis.”

“Dillon?”

“Yes and no. Just watch them. Okay? I’ve got to go.” Beck beat a hasty retreat down the walkway.

“Ditto that for me,” Nelson said, patting Jones on the shoulder. “Good luck.”

“Luck? Why should I need luck?” Jones said as she watched Nelson depart. Oh well. Time to slip into tour guide mode. She turned back to face her charges, starting her speech as she went. “All right, gentlemen, Waystation was established just over two years ago when the Starship Secondprize…” She trailed off as she completed her turn. Carl/Jaroch, Travis and Alex weren’t there. However, a small Andorian boy seemed to be listening quite attentively.

“You’re pretty,” the boy said smiling. “Can I go home with you for Viis’narttz? I’ll fix breakfast in the morning.”

Damn, those Andorians started young. She didn’t have time for this, though. There were VIP’s on the loose.

“Maybe when you’re older,” Jones said, patting the boy on the head. Before he could reply, she took off running down the walkway. They couldn’t have gotten far.



“You’re being ridiculous,” Alex said as he, Carl/Jaroch, and Travis descended through the station in a turbolift.

“I’m just adapting to my new life situation,” Travis replied.

“Oh come on. You’re supposed to be getting married in two weeks. You’re graduating. You’ve got a whole life there. Now you’re just ready to chuck it all and stay here?”

“If I had to, it wouldn’t be so bad. Now would it?”

“Well, no. I guess not,” Alex said. “You did say they have holodecks? Just like the show?”

“Yep,” Carl/Jaroch said smiling. “Do you want to head there first?”

“That babysitter the commander stuck us with might find us there,” Travis said. “I think we’re old enough to not need chaperones.”

“Can we get off the station?” Alex asked. “Go check out the neighborhood?”

“Cool!” Travis said.

“I don’t see why not,” Carl/Jaroch said. He could feel the needed knowledge coming into his consciousness. This was so much more fun with friends around. Now if only he could convince Lisa to come along. She’s not Lisa, the knowledge told him. Prove it, Carl/Jaroch replied to the knowledge. If I am here, she could be too. She just doesn’t know it yet. Carl/Jaroch pulled up the station directory on the turbolift monitor and checked for a ship. Runabout, the knowledge told him. Suddenly, he knew exactly what he had to do.

“Docking bay two,” he said. The lift abruptly changed course, heading back towards the upper saucer.

“I wish Trina were here,” Alex said finally.

“Just think of this as a guys day out,” Travis said.

“But we could be here for a while.”

“Okay. It’s an extended bachelor party.”

“You’re just in denial,” Alex said. “This is going to hit you at some point.”

“If someone suddenly gave you everything you ever wanted, would you cry about it?” Travis asked.

“Maybe.”

“Come on, Alex. I’m finally in space. We’re about to go ride in a spaceship. They’ve got holodecks! We’re set!”

Alex thought for a moment. “There is that,” he admitted.

“I may need you guys to help me steal the ship,” Carl/Jaroch said.

“Hold on a second,” Travis said. “Nobody said anything about stealing. We could get in some serious trouble.”

“Come on, Travis,” Alex said. “You’re the one who wanted to see space.”

“Hey, leaving the station was your idea.”

“If we stay here, Commander Beck will most likely put us in a room somewhere and not let us out until they figure out how to send us home,” Carl/Jaroch said. “This is our one chance.”

“And I doubt this will go on our records back home,” Alex said.

“Okay, Mister Inconsistent,” Travis snapped. “One second you’re convincing me how great home is. And now you’re practically pushing me out an airlock.” He turned to Carl/Jaroch. “Is that what they really call them?”

Carl/Jaroch nodded.

“Cool. Anyway, explain that!” Travis said, pointing at Alex accusingly.

“Just playing Devil’s Advocate to see what you really want,” Alex replied.

“As usual. Well, not this time. What do YOU want to do?” Travis said, crossing his arms.

“And you’ll go with what I say.”

“Absolutely.”

“Then let’s get ourselves a ship,” Alex said smiling.

“Aye, sir,” Carl/Jaroch said, unsure as to why the knowledge made him reply that way.

The three men exited the turbolift across the corridor from docking bay two. Carl/Jaroch straightened himself to his full height and strode into the docking bay where two crewmen were sitting on a couple of cargo containers playing cards. Behind them, the runabout Roanoke sat. The sight stopped Alex and Travis in their tracks. A spaceship. A real spaceship.

“This area’s restricted,” one of the crewmen said without looking up.

“I apologize for being out of uniform,” Carl/Jaroch said, brushing off the blue tunic and pants Dr. Nelson had given him to wear. “I have been attending the science conference.”

“Who the hell are you?”

“Commander Jaroch. Stationed aboard the USS Secondprize. This is Captain Alexander Rydell and Commander Travis Dillon.”

“How come you outrank me?” Travis whispered to Alex.

“Shhh,” Alex said.

“Commander Beck has given us permission to borrow this craft for a quick scouting run.”

“Yeah yeah. Whatever,” the other crewman said. “No one told us. We’re supposed to keep the ship on stand-by. I think she’s expecting some emergency or something.”

“I see,” Carl/Jaroch said. The knowledge suggested a different route. Again, the suggestion came most unwillingly. Carl/Jaroch continued trying to speak in the measured tones that the knowledge used in his head. “In that case, we will not take the ship. But might I look at the controls? This appears to be one of the newer models.”

“Fresh out of the shipyards,” the first crewman said smiling. “I think Commander Morales is the only one who’s flown her.”

“Then may I look inside?”

“Be my guest,” the crewman said, waving Carl/Jaroch towards the ship. Carl/Jaroch quickly walked into the runabout followed by Alex and Travis.

“Oh my God!” Travis shouted once they’d entered the cockpit. He immediately ran over and sat in the pilot’s seat.

“Don’t touch anything,” Carl/Jaroch said as Alex rushed over to join Travis at the controls. Carl/Jaroch opened the cockpit storage locker, pulled out a medkit, and quickly loaded two hyposprays. This is great, Carl/Jaroch thought as the knowledge guided his movements. How well do you know quantum physics?

Child’s play, the knowledge responded. Unfortunately, it will not do you any good. You are dead, remember. Only Alex and Travis are actually from another time. You are simply memories from that other time.

Shut up.

“Okay,” Carl/Jaroch said, walking over to Alex and Travis. He held out the hyposprays. “You two inject these into the guys out there, and I’ll cover out tracks.”

“I don’t know about this,” Travis said, turning the hypospray over in his hand.

“It’s too late to chicken out now,” Alex said, pulling Travis out of his chair. Following Carl/Jaroch, they exited the runabout. Carl/Jaroch made his way over to the unoccupied docking bay control room as Alex and Travis tried as unobtrusively as possible to get as close to the two docking bay crewman as possible.

“You should go for a flush,” Alex said, peering over the shoulder of the first crewman.

“We aren’t playing poker,” the crewman retorted. Obviously, he wanted to add something to that statement but was restraining himself.

“Sorry about that. Just trying to help.”

“Well, with all due respect, I don’t need it.”

“That’s where you are wrong, foolish one!” Travis shouted suddenly, raising his hypospray into the air like a demented Luke Skywalker and jamming it down into the neck of the very surprised other crewman.

“What the hell?” Alex and the first crewman exclaimed. Alex, realizing that he was about to be in a whole galaxy of doo-doo, quickly jabbed his hypospray into the arm of the first crewman. The first crewman swung at Alex, but collapsed to the deck unconscious before he could get all the way around.

“Don’t you ever do that again!” Alex shouted angrily at Travis.

“What? It worked,” Travis replied.

“This isn’t one of your stories. You can’t write us out of it if things go wrong.”

“But they didn’t,” Travis protested.

“And it sounded ridiculous.”

“It did?”

“Yeah. Way over the top. ‘Foolish one?’ Who the hell talks like that?”

“I was trying to be dramatic.”

“Well, you sounded like a bad martial arts movie except your lips actually matched the words…unfortunately”

“What should I have said?”

“How about nothing?” Alex replied.

“Where’s the drama there?”

“Forget it. Just forget it.”

Carl/Jaroch returned from the docking bay control room saving Alex from whatever reply Travis was about to make. “That should take care of it,” Carl/Jaroch said.

“What did you do?” Alex asked.

“I think I created a feedback loop in the sensors. It should mask our escape.” Carl/Jaroch wasn’t exactly sure. The knowledge wasn’t talking to him anymore. It had protested about being used to fool Commander Beck and the rest of the Waystation crew and had submerged deep into Jaroch’s mind. But Carl/Jaroch didn’t figure it would matter. He’d already learned from it how to fly the runabout. What more could he need?

“Then let’s not hang around any longer than we have to,” Alex said heading towards the ship. Carl/Jaroch took the pilot’s seat and gracefully steered the runabout out into space beyond.

“Wow,” all three men said at once as the vastness of space opened up before them.

“It’s…incredible,” Travis said softly.

“So where to?” Carl/Jaroch asked.

“That way,” Alex said, pointing off toward the right of the front window. “I like the way that star’s twinkling.”

“You got it,” Carl/Jaroch said, turning the ship towards Alex’s desired destination.

“Let’s see what’s out there,” Travis said. Alex just glared at him. “Too much?”

“Yes!” Alex and Carl/Jaroch said.

Unnoticed, the runabout sped away from Waystation.



Finally somewhat appeased, Bradley Dillon left Commander Beck’s office after half an hour of ranting and raving. Actually, he really didn’t want anything more than for someone to listen to him go on and on. He seemed resigned to the fact that the time pod was destroyed and that he’d have to wait for Dr. Azar to return before he could do anything about it.

“Well, that was pointless,” Beck said, leaning back in her desk chair once Bradley had left.

“I guess everyone, no matter how rich they are, needs someone to talk to occasionally,” Morales replied.

“You’re probably right,” Beck said. “Bradley doesn’t exactly seem to have a lot of friends.”

“No. I guess not. His life seems to be his work. It happens when you don’t have anyone to spend your time with,” Morales said pensively. “You sit and…”

“We should check on our guests,” Beck said, heading for the door before Morales could finish his sentence. She just didn’t have the time for a philosophical discussion about life at the moment. Morales pulled his attention back to the matter at hand and followed Beck out into ops.

“Beck to Jones. How are our friends?” Beck asked as she stood waiting for the turbolift to arrive.

“Um…well…they’re…having a great time, I’m sure.”

Something in Jones’s voice immediately put Morales on edge. He had a bad feeling where this was heading. By the look in Beck’s eyes, Morales could tell that she seemed to be thinking along the same lines.

“Tina, where are they?” Beck asked, her voice icy.

“Um…I…don’t know.”

“That’s not the answer I wanted to hear,” Beck replied.

“When did you last see them, Yeoman?” Morales said, jumping in while Beck attempted to choke down her growing anger.

“In the mall. They slipped away from me. I’m sure they’re fine. I’ve got security looking for them. Jones out.”

“Jones! Jones!” Beck shouted. But the channel was already closed. “Oh, she is so going to hear about this later,” Beck said just as the turbolift doors opened.

“Uh…Commander?” Lieutenant Mason said from the science console.

“What is it?” Beck asked.

“Did we launch the Roanoke earlier?”

“No,” Morales said as he and Beck headed over to Mason’s station. “Russell and Porter have the Cumberland. Why?”

“Well, we just got this in from the sensor buoy out by Edgeworld,” Mason said, putting a video feed up on his monitor. A cold shiver went through Beck.

“Put it up on the main screen,” she said, steeling herself for the inevitable. The image on the screen shifted to show a different set of stars. A runabout zipped by near the edge of the viewing field.

“It could be somebody else’s,” Morales said. He didn’t believe it for a second though.

“No, sir,” Mason said. He froze a shot of the runabout and magnified it several times. “Roanoke” was clear painted on the side of the ship. “Three life forms were on board according to the sensor buoy. Two human and one Yynsian.”

“That solves that mystery,” Beck said unhappily.

Mason unfroze the image, allowing the runabout to continue on it’s course…

…straight into Multek space.





CHAPTER ELEVEN



The mystery of the life sign reading solved, Russell lowered his phaser rifle but left his wrist beacon shining on Colonel Lazlo. Lazlo looked somewhat odd to Russell, but he couldn’t quite figure out why. Ah. That was it. Lazlo was smiling. And it wasn’t the usual slightly-maniacal “I like chewing the heads off of kittens” smile he normally gave. He was also moving around like he was…dancing.

Oh well. If Lazlo was in a good mood, who was Russell to ruin it?

“Hey there, Colonel,” Russell said. “I’m glad that was you, but aren’t you supposed to be checking out the forward spheres?”

Lazlo responded with a blast from his rifle that narrowly missed Russell’s head. Instinctively, Russell spun around and aimed his weapon off into the darkness where Lazlo had fired.

“What was it, Colonel? What did you see?”

Another blast narrowly missed the other side of Russell’s head, giving Russell the distinct impression that Lazlo might have a much closer target in mind.

Rather than wait around to find out, Russell took off running.

For his part, Lazlo decided that dancing was bad for his aim. But he just felt so gosh darn groovy! No matter. He’d catch up with Russell again, and then he’d blast Porter. And then he’d go play with the voices some more. That would just be…groovy.



With a groan provoked by the severe strain in his back muscles, Porter stretched underneath the D’Ceti engineering console with his magnetic coupler to make what he hoped would be the final necessary connection to reroute the ship’s main power. Whoever had designed this particular hell-hole certainly did not have humans in mind. Repairs had been almost impossible, since one power relay would be tied into a junction board in a console four feet away. At several points, Porter had to strap tools to his bare feet just so he could make one adjustment with his hands while continuing to monitor another system in a panel on the far side of the engineer’s globe of consoles.

It hadn’t been fun, and Porter knew he was going to be feeling it tomorrow morning. Hopefully, though, he’d have a first contact to show for it.

Thoughts of the muscle pain to come were pushed aside as the bridge systems hummed back to life. After wrenching himself out from under the particular console he was playing Twister with at the time, Porter tried to position himself on the massively uncomfortable stool and set to work re-establishing power to other sections of the ship.



Back on Multos, Frequoq Juletz stepped out of his private ridey-racer and into his office suite inside the Multek Enclave capitol building.

“Good morning, Your Frequoqness,” Faddle, his personal assistant, said from his desk in the Frequoq’s outer office.

“Wonderful day, Faddle,” Juletz replied as the door to his personal parking area sealed shut behind him. “What’s up for today?”

“Looks quiet, Your Frequoqness.”

“Good to hear. No news from the military arm.”

“Not a word. Of course, with Admiral Wuddle out sick today, I’m not sure who is supposed to pass any sort of military information onto us.”

“Hmm…good question. I’m not sure either. Wuddle’s never been out. Oh well. First time for everything, I guess. Good for him. He needs some time off…unless he’s really sick, which wouldn’t be all that good.”

“Absolutely not, Your Frequoqness,” Faddle agreed, nodding solemnly.

“All right then. I’ll be in my office until…when’s my first meeting today?”

“You don’t have any scheduled.”

“None?” Juletz asked in shock. “Oh…um…”

“Shall I put the screening room on standby?” Faddle asked.

“Good idea. Good day to catch up on my holovision. Alert the screening room that I will be there in half an hour.”

“Of course, Your Frequoqness.”

Satisfied that he now had a plan for the day, Juletz turned briskly on his heel and strode into his office.

No meetings. Would the wonders of the Quoqins never cease? But then, even the Frequoq deserved a day off now and again. After glancing at his desk that had nothing for him to sign sitting on it, Juletz plopped down in his desk chair and swivelled it around so he could stare out of the picture window overlooking the city.

In the distance, he could see the three great humps of the Mega-Multek-Mover rising above the skyline from its position in the Multek Memorial Merryland. Wistfully, Juletz realized how long it had been since he had experienced the joys of Merryland. That was just the thing to restore your mental motivation. Just the thing Wuddle needed.

“Faddle,” Juletz called, pressing the comm button on his armrest.

“Yes, Your Frequoqness.”

“Send Wuddle a pass to Merryland…make it two. Who knows? He could have a lady-friend. Quoqins knows he needs one.”

“Of course. I will contact him right away.”

Faddle didn’t know that contacting Wuddle would actually be a tad difficult at that particular moment, since, at present, Wuddle and Hypple were speeding along on their course to the crashed imaginary vessel.



Russell slapped his commbadge again and again, getting nothing but static for his trouble, as he wove past the various hulking machines of the D’Ceti engineering sphere. He knew Lazlo was back there somewhere. He could hear his footsteps, see the light mounted on the front of his rifle waving about through the darkness, and, worst of all, he could hear the singing, that god-awful caterwauling piercing the air and ringing above everything else.

Play that funky music, white boy.

Play that funky music right!

Play that funky music, white boy.

Lay down that boogie and play that funky music

’Til you DIE!!!

“Come on, buddy,” Russell said, slapping the badge a few dozen more times. “I need some help here, Craig.”

The commbadge wasn’t being very forthcoming in its replies.



“If this engineering thing doesn’t work out, I can always join a band,” Porter thought to himself as his fingers danced from console to console in the engineering globe. If finger speed was all that was needed, Porter would have made one hell of a keyboard player. Too bad his musical talent stopped there. On the other hand, he actually was a pretty good engineer, a fact he had proved on more than one occasion…including this one.

Porter tapped three more touch panels, finishing his reroute of main power from the damaged power conduits to others not mangled in the crash. Several sections of spheres lit up on his display panel as power returned to their systems.

“Nice. It’s all downhill from here,” he said satisfied with his efforts.



The lights in the engineering sphere suddenly flared to life, illuminating the entire area in a blinding glow. Russell screamed and covered his eyes. He also could hear Lazlo scream…and the scream was a hell of a lot closer than Russell was comfortable with.

Frantically blinking to try and clear the spots from his eyes, Russell crouched down beside a large panel of some sort to hide and get his bearings.

“Come on, white boy! Play me some of that funky music!” Lazlo called out from somewhere.

“Sorry. Left my guitar back on the station. Maybe next time.”

“I play guitar,” Lazlo shouted back.

“Really? I didn’t know that. What style?”

“Spanish classical, but I’m branching out into Vulcan blues. You?”

“Mostly the classics,” Russell replied, temporarily forgetting the situation he was in. “Hendrix. Slash. Metallica. But I’m getting sick of the light rock stuff. I’d kind of like to try some of that Spanish classical, though.”

“I’d love to teach you, but I have to kill you first.”

Oh yeah. That’s what was going on. “Um…won’t that hurt my ability to play?”

“Yep. Guess so. Oh well. Vamos!”

“Vamos? What the hell does vamos mean?” Russell asked.

“Let’s go!” Lazlo shouted. This time, Russell could figure out where the voice was coming from. Right behind him.

“AHHHHHH,” Russell screamed, half in fear and half as a battle cry as he swung around, gripping his phaser rifle like a sword and slamming it into Lazlo’s skull.

“GrooooooOOOOOoooOOOOOOOOOoooooovyyyyyyyy,” Lazlo moaned as he wobbled back and forth in a daze.

“Not for you, buddy,” Russell snapped, pointing his weapon at the colonel. Lazlo looked at Russell for a moment, his eyes swirling in their sockets, then started laughing.

“What?” Russell demanded. Lazlo just kept cackling. Russell then noticed that his rifle wasn’t aimed exactly where he’d intended. Specifically, the barrel was now pointing directly at the floor, hanging on to the body of the rifle by a couple of wires.

“Tough head,” Lazlo said.

“Obviously,” Russell said.

“My turn now?” Lazlo asked, raising his rifle.

“Um…what’s Spanish for no?”

“No.”

“Easy enough. No.”

“No comprendo, senor.”

“Vamos it is then, I guess,” Russell said, then dashed away as fast as his feet would carry him. Phaser blasts zapped into consoles around him as he dodged left and right towards the ladder leading to the fore sphere exit. He scampered up the ladder faster than the universe’s most agile chimpanzee and dove out into the connecting corridor, slamming the door shut behind him.

It swung right back open. The latching mechanism was nothing but twisted metal.

Russell decided to keep running.



Having finished packing up his engineering gear, Porter decided it was as good of a time as any to get a progress report from Russell and Lazlo. He tapped his commbadge, which crackled weakly.

Hmm…odd. The interference wasn’t supposed to be this bad.

Porter pulled his tricorder back out and ran a couple of scans. Ah, that was it. The restored power was increasing the interference effect. Oh well. No biggie. They’d still be able to contact the runabout from their original beam in position where tears in the hull would give them a clear shot out of the ship.

Nothing at all to worry about. Leaving the bridge, Porter set out to join the search for the missing alien crew.



Russell took the time he was using to run away in terror to wonder just who the hell’s ship they were on. He’d been through several of what he assumed were crew quarters, but he couldn’t find a bed anywhere.

They seemed worse than marines. No beds, and hooks for pull-ups and who knew what other exercises scattered all over the ceiling.

Not ever having seen a D’Ceti, Russell didn’t realize that the hooks actually were the bed. Not that it mattered much at that particular moment.

Finding no good place to hide in the quarters, Russell dashed into the next room with an unlocked door.

And thanks to Porter restoring the ship’s power, Russell got to experience the room’s full effects.

Even if Russell could have read the sign on the door before he ran inside, “Meditation Matrix” wouldn’t have meant a whole lot to him. However, since the D’Ceti were a telepathic species, another fact Russell was blissfully unaware of, they made use of those abilities in their meditation. Specially designed psychokinetic attenuators acted upon areas of the D’Ceti brain inducing states of extreme relaxation.

As Russell entered the room and slammed the door shut, the attenuators sprung to work. They’d never encountered a human before. They weren’t programmed for the human mind. They were just programmed to work on D’Ceti neural centers. As for what would happen to a human? Well, who knew?

Of course, Russell didn’t know any of this.

He just knew that he’d suddenly been eaten by his right nostril.





CHAPTER TWELVE



“I’m open to suggestions,” Commander Beck said as she stared at the starfield on the ops viewscreen. Somewhere out there, Jaroch, Alex, and Travis were heading right into the waiting arms of some people who would definitely not be happy to see them.

“They took the last runabout,” Lieutenant Mason said.

“I know,” Beck said.

“We could see if we could borrow a ship from one of the conference participants,” Morales offered. “There’s a Romulan ship in Docking Bay Seven. It’s got a cloak…”

“And about two weapons,” Beck finished. “I am not going in there practically unarmed. If there’s one thing we know about the Multeks, it’s that they don’t have a problem shooting first…whether they believe in what they’re shooting at or not.”

“The closest starship is two days away,” Mason reported after checking his console.

“They always are,” Beck muttered. “What about Porter and Russell?”

“Seven hours away,” Mason said.

“We can’t just sit here,” Morales said.

“I’m not going to,” Beck said, heading towards the turbolift. “I’m taking the Wayward.”

“That ship is nowhere near flight-ready,” Morales protested, chasing Beck into the lift. “We’ve barely finished unpacking all the consoles from the styrofoam.”

“It’s got an engine, tons of weaponry, and Starfleet’s seal of approval. That’s enough for me. Docking Bay One.” The lift began its rapid descent from the tower containing the revolving ops down to the main docking bay at the outer edge of the upper saucer.

“We haven’t trained any crews on it,” Morales said.

“I’m going alone. This situation isn’t exactly an official Starfleet matter.”

“You need a pilot.”

“I can fly the ship, Morales.”

“Maybe, but not as well as I can.”

Beck looked hard at Morales for a few moments as she considered his words. Fact was, he had a point. He’d logged more time at the helm of shuttles, runabouts, and other Starfleet support vessels that most of the crew combined.

“Fine. You’re invited,” Beck said. “Beck to Nelson.”

“Nelson here,” the doctor replied.

“You have ops.”

“What?” Nelson shouted. “Where are you going?”

“To chase down your patient. In return, you’re watching my store. Got it, Doctor?”

“I am SO going to get you for this, Beck. You…”

“Beck out.”

“I’d forgotten that the rest of the senior staff is off the station,” Morales said hesitantly.

“She’ll be fine,” Beck replied. “Now how soon do you think we can underway?”

“Two hours. Maybe less.”

“Try for less,” Beck said as the turbolift slowed to a halt. “Annoying or not, those three are civilians who are counting on us to protect them.”

“That would have been easier if they’d stayed here,” Morales said.

“I’ll get them leashes next time.”



“So…what is there to do on this thing?” Travis asked as he spun around and around in the copilot’s seat on the runabout. While the sight of space had been awe-inspiring, the novelty had worn off quickly. After all, space looks pretty much the same no matter where you are.

To stave off boredom, Carl/Jaroch had turned off the artificial gravity allowing them all to experience weightlessness. But, again, floating around gets pretty dull pretty quickly. Besides, the whole experience wasn’t doing wonders for Alex’s digestion.

With gravity restored, the three intrepid explorers were back to staring out the windows at space.

“I did download some historical files before we left,” Carl/Jaroch said.

“What kind of files?” Alex asked.

“Anything mentioning any of us,” Carl/Jaroch said.

“Hold on there a second,” Travis said. “We can’t look at those. We’ll find out what happens to us. We’ll alter the future.”

“Get over it, Travis,” Alex said. “This isn’t some novel. The universe isn’t going to explode if we do a little research. Besides, if we really get stuck here forever, all we’ll find out is that we vanished in December of 1995. Big deal.”

“You’ve got a point,” Travis said thoughtfully.

Each man started typing in research queries at their consoles. The light mood very quickly soured.

“I…I don’t believe this,” Travis said softly. “How could she?”

“What is it?” Alex asked.

“Rachel. She leaves me.”

“I’m so sorry, man…Oh my god.”

“What?” Travis asked.

“Trina. She vanishes right after we have our second child. One girl. One boy. And poof. No one ever finds a trace of her.”

“Bastard,” Travis grumbled.

“Who?”

“YOU!” Travis shouted. “She leaves me for you!”

“What?” Alex said in shock, rushing over to Travis’s console. Sure enough, there was a wedding photo with Rachel, Travis’s fiance he was due to marry in a little over two weeks. Of course, she was older in this particular photo and marrying an older Alex Rydell. Three children were gathered around them. Two were obviously Alex’s, and the third, a boy, bore a resemblance to Travis.

“How could you?” Travis stammered.

“I didn’t…I mean, I haven’t…yet.”

“Guys. Don’t get excited,” Carl/Jaroch said.

“Excited? Who’s excited?” Travis demanded. He turned on Alex again. “I can’t believe you’d…”

“I’m telling you, there’s no way,” Alex insisted. “This must be some alternate timeline or something.”

“I don’t think so,” Carl/Jaroch said.

“Why? What happens to you?” Travis said.

“Lisa and I have three kids and live happily until we’re killed in a car wreck on our way to our condo in Florida we planned to retire to.”

“Good for you,” Travis said flatly.

“Look,” Alex said, pointing out another newspaper story on Travis’s monitor. “I didn’t steal her.”

“‘Local Writer Committed,’” Travis read in the headline. “Committed?!? Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

“You went bonkers…or will go bonkers. Rachel and I were both alone. We got together. No big deal.”

“Easy for you to say. You didn’t spend the rest of your life in padded cell!”

“You write three hit screenplays while institutionalized,” Alex said, scanning forward in the records. “And they do let you out.”

Travis looked at the readout. “At 50! They let me out at 50!”

“But you have plenty of money,” Alex said, reading on.

“Which I promptly give to my son so that I can retire to a shack in the mountains of Montana,” Travis said, reading ahead of Alex. “Great. No wait. It gets better. My body is found three years later after the spring thaw wearing nothing but a little black bow-tie and with the word ‘penguin’ scrawled on my chest and ass in magic marker. Oh yeah. That’s how I wanted to go.”

“It’s not my fault,” Alex said.

“Shut up. I’m not talking to you…home-wrecker.”

“Travis, come on. This hasn’t even happened yet.”

“That’s the best part. Look at all the fun I have to look forward to.”

“At least two of us end up happy,” Carl/Jaroch said.

Alex and Travis didn’t reply. The cockpit was coldly silent for a few moments.

“Want to look up our final exam questions?” Carl/Jaroch asked finally.

“Sure,” Alex said, looking over Carl/Jaroch’s shoulder. “You want to see, Travis?”

“Why bother?”

“Fine. Sulk. See if I care.”

“Obviously you don’t, or you wouldn’t have stolen MY WIFE!”

“Boy. He’s insanely jealous,” Carl/Jaroch quipped.

Alex groaned. “That was bad…even for you.”

“Thank you.”

“Um, Carl?” Alex said, noticing a few lights blinking urgently on the console.

“What?” Carl/Jaroch replied, looking up from his monitor.

“What do those mean?”

“It’s the proximity alert,” Carl/Jaroch said, turning back to his work. Deep in Jaroch’s body, Commander Jaroch’s consciousness snapped to attention. Proximity alert! He fought his way back to the forefront of Carl/Jaroch’s mind. Carl/Jaroch’s eyes widened as the knowledge spoke to him. Proximity alert. Bad thing. Where were they? Carl/Jaroch looked down at the navigation display. The knowledge spoke again. Multeks. Carl/Jaroch wasn’t sure just what a Multek was, but the knowledge’s tone told him that it certainly wasn’t anything good.

“Oh sh**,” Carl/Jaroch said softly.

“Do we need to get the hell out of here?” Alex asked.

“Oh yeah,” Carl/Jaroch said, slamming the runabout into a tight turn which tossed Travis out of his pout and onto the floor. Alex took the opportunity to climb into the co-pilot’s seat.

“Where are the weapons?” Alex asked.

Carl/Jaroch distractedly pointed at a couple of touch panels. “Phasers. Photons. Aim. Fire.”

A blast suddenly rocked the ship knocking out all power. Emergency lights winked on as the console sparked and smoked.

“Of course,” Carl/Jaroch mused. “Putting the shields up first would help immensely.”

“You didn’t mention that part,” Alex said.

“And how many episodes of Star Trek have we watched?” Travis asked.

“I didn’t hear you offering that particular suggestion,” Alex said. “You don’t have to be such an ass just because your life sucks.”

“Will suck. Will suck!” Travis said.

A large, wedge-shaped ship loomed over the front viewport, flying over the runabout from behind where it had quite effectively rendered the smaller ship inoperable. Tractor beams lanced out of the craft, locking onto the runabout and pulling it towards a hatch opening in the bottom of the ship.

“Okay. We can go with sucks currently,” Travis said.



Commander Beck couldn’t help but be a little taken aback at seeing Lieutenant Commander Morales in action. Generally, his demeanor was fairly quiet, and he wasn’t real big on ordering people around. His orders usually came in the form of polite requests.

Now, she’d heard that he had his moments when he snapped into officer-mode, such as when Waystation had been taken over by the Starshine Kids. This was obviously another one of those moments. He had the engineering crew moving faster than Beck ever would have thought possible to get the Wayward space-ready.

“Krause, what about those nacelles?” Morales demanded, standing on the top of the Wayward surveying the work of the crews. Actually, he’d just finished the final installation of the upper phaser array. Far be it from Morales to stand around while others did the work. Part of what had made him a popular shuttlebay supervisor back on the Secondprize was his willingness to pitch in when needed.

“The coils are all aligned, sir,” Ensign Krause replied.

“Good. Brazeau, how’s my impulse drive?”

“We’re still getting a power spike on heat up,” Brazeau replied over Morales’ commbadge from deep inside the Wayward’s engine compartment. The small ship could hold 20 crew comfortably, but it’s facilities could not exactly be called spacious. The mess hall and sickbay were the same room with dinner table tops capable of flipping over to become biobeds. The engine compartment was definitely on the cozy side when fully-staffed. And the transporter room was inside the captain’s ready room right next to the replicator. Hitting the wrong panel could spread your molecules into space rather than order up that morning cup of coffee.

“Not good enough. I want to be off this station in three minutes, Brazeau. You hear me?”

“Aye, sir.”

Satisfied that Brazeau had been properly motivated, Morales climbed down from the top of the ship and headed into the cockpit. Beck joined him a few moments later.

“Anything I can do?” Beck asked.

“I think we’re just about ready,” Morales said, scanning down his pre-flight checklist. Brazeau, looking rather disheveled with hair going in seventy different directions and two large tears in his uniform, stumbled through the rear door.

“Repairs complete, sir,” the engineer reported weakly.

“Great job, Brazaeu,” Morales said, making a point to shake the young officer’s hand in gratitude. “I knew you could fix it.”

“Thank you, sir,” Brazeau replied, bolstered by Morales’ kindness. “Good luck.”

“Thanks,” Morales said, turning back to the controls. “Get everyone clear. The commander and I are in a bit of a rush.”

“Aye, sir.” Brazeau ran out of the ship, slapping the hatch close panel as he exited. Morales heated up the engines and retracted the landing gear as the Wayward hovered on power from its maneuvering thrusters.

Morales could feel that the ship’s engines had a lot more punch than a shuttle or a runabout. Of course, it still wasn’t quite a Defiant, but that hardly mattered at the moment.

Satisfied that the engineers were clear and that the ship was functioning as it should, Morales pushed the Wayward up to one half impulse and blew out of the docking bay fast enough to send a shudder through the upper saucer.

Barely two seconds later, Morales activated the warp drive, snapping the Wayward towards Multek space.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Russell couldn’t help but notice how dark the inside of his nostril was…that and how incredibly f**ked up it was to be eaten by your own nostril in the first place.

He didn’t dwell on these thoughts long, though, because he was moving. More like floating actually. He lay on his back relaxing, a gentle brook carrying him through the darkness.

The darkness gradually gave way to light as he floated out of a massive, brick-lined tunnel entrance into a field of legs. And what legs they were. Very feminine and very shapely. They just seemed to sprout out of the ground, their painted toenails wiggling in the air, alongside the brook. Russell swam to shore, pulling himself up beside a particularly nice leg. He ran his hand along the leg, then over the knee, and down the thigh as the leg bent in what seemed to be a sign of pleasure.

Just before he got to the base of the thigh where it went into the dirt, another foot kicked him from behind, launching him into the air like a football. He landed on top of several other feet, which were more than happy to start bouncing him back and forth.

“Stop!” he wanted to cry. “Just let me love you!” But he couldn’t get a word out as he suffered the ceaseless barrage of blows as he was sent from foot to foot.

At last, he was sent high into the air by a particularly nasty blow and arced over the field of feet back into the brook.

He entered with a splash and sank and sank and sank until he hit bottom. The bottom stretched under his weight like a trampoline, then rebounded him back towards the surface…

…which he bounced off of.

Russell started to panic. He was now trapped underwater. He couldn’t get up. He couldn’t get out. He tried frantically to swim downstream but found it hard to move. The water was thickening around him.

Soon he was trapped in a blob of the now gelatin-like water.

No longer able to hold his breath, Russell sucked in, desperately hoping for air.

Instead he got gelatin…all the gelatin. It just rushed in and kept rushing in filling him.

Finally, the brook had been completely emptied, leaving a big, round gelatinous Russell laying helpless at the bottom.

He caught movement out of the corner of his eye. Turning his head as much as his hugely-inflated body would let him, Russell saw that the legs were on the move…right towards him.

He squirmed futilely trying to get away, but the first foot reached him and kicked him back into the air with a loud BOOOOINNNG!

Russell seemed to be headed into a low orbit with that kick. The only positive to the whole situation was that it didn’t hurt. He descended rapidly and was met by another foot.

BOOOOOINNNG!

Kick!

BOOOOOINNNG!

With the repeated kicking no longer causing him any pain, Russell relaxed and enjoyed the sensation of flight.

Kick!

BOOOOOOOOOOOIIINNNNNNNGGGGG!

This last kick flipped him over so he could survey the field of legs stretched out below him. My, they were lovely. So toned. So tanned. So…sharp?

The legs morphed into giant metal spikes glinting in the sun as Russell began his descent.

With death suddenly imminent, Russell did the only thing he could think of…flap his arms.



Lieutenant Porter kept his eyes focused on his tricorder as he slowly moved through the corridors of the D’Ceti ship. As expected, the effective scanning range varied between ten and a whopping fifteen feet, so constant vigilance was required. The aliens could be hiding anywhere. Or one could be injured and trapped inside one of the many rooms of the various spheres.

He still hadn’t been able to get in contact with Russell or Lazlo, but he still felt no cause for alarm. It was a big ship, and all three of them knew where the transport coordinates were.

A faint sensor blip registered on Porter’s tricorder from around the next corner. From this distance, he couldn’t tell anything other than that it was moving.

Slowly, so as not to scare whatever was there, Porter peered around the corner and into the corridor.



Years of Federation Marine training had made tracking Russell veritable child’s play for Colonel Lazlo. Of course, the fact that Russell had left a trail of debris knocked over and pushed aside in his haste to flee the marine had helped quite a bit too.

Russell’s track had led Lazlo into a corridor of one of the forward spheres. So far, every room had been deserted, but there was one closed door near the end of the hall.

Lazlo approached that door and tried the controls. The door slid open obediently…and he could see Russell standing alone in the center of the room, seemingly oblivious to anything going on around him.



Upon looking around the corner, Porter’s hopes for first contact were deflated once again. It was just Lazlo. Oddly, though, he seemed to be dancing to some unheard music as he aimed his phaser rifle into an open doorway. Then, Porter heard him singing.

I’m your boogie man.

That’s what I am.

I’m here to do.

Whatever I can.

From early morning

Late afternoon.

At midnight.

It’s never too soon…

TO KILL SEAN RUSSELL!!!

Lazlo then charged into the room, the door sliding shut behind him.



Porter was fairly sure that last bit wasn’t part of the original song. Considering the situation, Porter realized there were two basic options.


	Russell had done something to annoy Lazlo, who was just venting plasma about the whole thing.



This didn’t seem at all likely. Lazlo didn’t sing…especially when he was angry. So, on to option two.


	Lazlo had become a homicidal maniac.



Taken in consideration with his and Russell’s usual track records, Porter decided this was the most likely possibility.



“Uh…where’d he go?” Lazlo asked the air. Something very strange had just happened. One second earlier, he’d been charging dramatically into the room where Russell was hiding in order to kill him just as the voices had wanted.

Now, the voices were gone, and he was standing in a large pile of mashed potatoes floating in a vast sea of gravy…beef gravy from the smell of it.

“Hey, Marty!” a voice shouted from nowhere.

“Who’s there?”

“You and me’s gots to have a talk, capice?”

“Um…no…” Lazlo said confused.

“Would you at least look at me?” Lazlo looked all around for the source of the voice. “Down here, you pinhead!”

Lazlo looked down and realized that the front of his rifle was moving of its own accord. He raised it up and looked into the beam emitter.

“Hey! Not so close!” the beam emitter shouted suddenly, its edges forming a very expressive mouth as two beady little eyes popped up on top of it.

“You’re…you’re a gun.” Lazlo stammered.

“Ding ding ding. Give the man a calzone!”

Lazlo’s feet started to melt over the potatoes, his black boots oozing in various directions. Soon, it was joined by the dark blue of his uniform pants.

“Are you listening here or what?” Lazlo’s phaser rifle demanded.

“But…I’m melting!”

“Snap out of it!” the gun said, suddenly extending forward and slapping Lazlo across the side of his face with the rifle barrel. “You’ve got people to kill. Remember?”

“Yeah,” Lazlo replied sheepishly. He was now melted down to his waist.

“And are you going to let a little thing like melting stand in your way?”

“Yeah,” Lazlo replied.

“Worthless,” the gun muttered, then was silenced as it and Lazlo completely melted over the potatoes and slowly flowed towards the sea of gravy.



For a brief moment, Russell had seen salvation. The spikes had vanished, and he was standing in the middle of an empty room. The room door was open, and Lazlo was standing there, rifle in hand. Lazlo had taken a few steps forward, allowing the door to close behind him.

And now Russell was plummeting towards the spikes again. The no-win scenario at the Academy had nothing on this. Death by psychotic marine or death by spikes in a psychotic hell-scape.

Lacking other options, Russell started flapping again.



Porter looked at his tricorder readouts for a few moments, then back up at the door. For one of the few times in his Starfleet career, he had no idea what to make of what he was seeing.

There were two life forms in the room all right: both human. But they were just standing there. No fighting. No shooting. Hell, there wasn’t even any talking going on.

Mounted in the ceiling was some sort of device that was using a fair amount of energy, but Porter couldn’t detect anything harmful coming out of it. No radiation. No death rays. Not so much as a cheery glow.

Of course, if he’d thought to check for alpha waves and other mental emissions produced by living beings, it would have been a whole different story. But Porter wasn’t a doctor. Give the guy a break.

Phaser drawn, he cautiously opened the door. Sure enough, Russell and Lazlo were just standing there. They appeared to be completely entranced by something…what that something was, Porter had no idea. He reopened his tricorder and moved in for a closer look.

That’s when the door closed behind him…

…and the whale showed up.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN



“Oh, this is good,” Alex muttered as he watched a small platoon of white-skinned, blue-haired aliens surround the runabout as it sat in the Multek vessel’s docking bay.

“They don’t look very threatening,” Travis said. “Kind of like clowns.”

“Heavily armed clowns,” Carl/Jaroch said. Why was the name Hawkins suddenly running through his consciousness?



Out in the docking bay, Captain Gubbler couldn’t believe his luck. Just the day before, he’d shot down an imaginary vessel. Inexplicably, the Frequoq had reassigned the Kellog to the middle of the Multek Enclave, far away from any danger or excitement…or so he thought. Now he had not just encountered, but CAPTURED an imaginary vessel.

“All right, men,” Gubbler said as his security troops checked the power levels on their laser blasters. “Remember you are not seeing this ship in front of us. Now I want a standard boarding procedure, followed by…”

“Uh, sir?”

Gubbler stopped his pacing and faced the soldier who had interrupted him. “What is it, Ensign?”

“If it’s not really there, how are we supposed to board it?”

“Pretend it’s a simulation, dammit! You’ve done that before, haven’t you?”

“Well…yes, but only with smuggler vessels.”

“This is the same thing,” Gubbler said. “Only it’s not really here. Just pretend that it is, but don’t really believe. That’s a sure sign of insanity. We can’t start believing in the imaginaries. We just have to capture and interrogate them. Got it?”

The replies of his troops were less than confidence inspiring. “Um…sure…maybe…well…I guess.”

“I said, got it?”

“YES, SIR!”



Suddenly, Travis broke down in a fit of laughter.

“What’s so funny?” Alex demanded as he watched his friend and roommate rolling around on the floor of the runabout. Maybe that insanity was hitting Travis early.

“This is too good,” Travis said, gasping for breath.

“WHAT?” Alex and Carl/Jaroch demanded.

“Don’t you see?” Travis said, getting back to his feet. “They can’t hurt us!”

“Why the hell not?” Carl/Jaroch said.

“Well, they can hurt you, I guess,” Travis replied. “But Alex and I are invulnerable.”

“You care to explain that one, Travis?” Alex asked.

Travis reached across Alex and pushed a few buttons on the control console, pulling back up the history they’d been reading earlier. “Look. We know what happens to us. We get back to our century and live these lives. That can’t happen if we die here!”

Laughing again, Travis ran to the back of the runabout and threw open the supply locker.

“What the hell are you doing?” Alex said. Travis emerged with two phasers in his hand, which he tossed to Alex. Then he pulled out two for himself. “It’s time to kick some alien booty.”

“Booty?” Carl/Jaroch said.

“Can I just have one moment to revel?” Travis demanded. “That’s all I’m asking for here.”

“Do you think this is such a good idea?” Carl/Jaroch asked Alex. Inside Carl/Jaroch’s mind, a loud voice was screaming no, it wasn’t. Then a stream of calculations went through his brain, calculations that were way beyond a 20th century physics student’s understanding.

“Maybe he’s got a point,” Alex said as he aimed the phasers a few times to get the hang of them. “You stay here and watch our back.”

Before Carl/Jaroch could respond, Travis and Alex dove out of the runabout hatch, phasers blasting.



Outside, oblivious to the coming danger, Gubbler continued his instructions to his troops. “Remember to look out for imaginaries hiding behind imaginary consoles or other obstacles. And…OH DEAR FREQUOQ!!!” Gubbler dove to the deck as two crazed imaginaries flew out of their pretend vessel behind his troops and starting firing imaginary weapons blasts all over the docking bay.

Fortunately for the Multeks, the two 20th century men had horrendously bad aim. They were quickly able to regroup and take cover as they aimed their weapons.



“They are so going to get killed,” Carl/Jaroch muttered, watching the developing fire-fight below.

“Yes, they are,” the voice in his mind said forcefully. “That moron Dillon understands even less about temporal physics than his counterpart in this century.”

“What can I do?” Carl/Jaroch demanded.

“Leave! NOW!” the mind of Commander Jaroch screamed. With a brutal shove to Carl Jaroch’s consciousness, the Yynsian Jaroch regained control of his body and pushed his 20th century past life so far down in his consciousness that it would take him another four centuries to find his way back out again.

Commander Jaroch looked out the runabout windows to see if there was anything he could do to salvage the situation.



“This is great!” Alex exclaimed as he and Travis fired away at the scurrying Multeks.

“Oh yeah! Who needs Laser Tag!” Travis replied.

“No kidding. This is just too…”

At that moment, eight separate laser blasts slammed into Alex and Travis, vaporizing them instantly.



Jaroch grimaced as he watched the two 20th century humans disintegrate outside the runabout. That was not going to be good for the timeline. He clamped his eyes shut and waited for history to rewrite around him, sending him to who knew where.

Nothing happened.

Interesting.

Jaroch would have to consider the ramifications of this later. At the moment, he had several angry Multeks to deal with. Even with J’Ter’s help, the odds of defeating that many armed soldiers were somewhere between slim and none. Perhaps a different strategy would be advisable in this particular circumstance.

Jaroch scrambled out of the pilot’s chair and began looking for a place to hide.



“Two degrees to port,” Beck said as she watched the weaving ion trail of the stolen runabout on her monitor in the Wayward’s cockpit.

“Adjusting course,” Morales reported as his hands smoothly moved across the conn. So far, their trip into Multek space had been relatively free from incident except for the occasional Multek patrol craft Morales was able to avoid by dodging into a nebula or to the far side of a planet. Fortunately, most of the Multeks didn’t seem to be actively searching for alien vessels. That, of course, left the question of just who they patrolling for. After the run-in Beck and Porter had had with a rogue Multek carnival operator a couple of years ago, Starfleet Intelligence had concluded that, for some reason, the Multek government had a serious problem with people running any sort of business venture outside of government control. But that was just speculation.

“I’m getting something,” Beck said suddenly as the readings on her console shifted.

“The runabout?” Morales asked.

“I don’t think so. I’ve never seen anything like this. Where the hell is Craig when I need him?” Beck muttered. “Computer, can you explain these damn readings?”

“The Wayward is currently the focal point of a chronometric disturbance,” the computer replied flatly; although, Beck could detect an unspoken “duh” in the computer’s tone.

“Chronometric? What the hell?” Beck said.

“Time travel’s what got us into this mess,” Morales offered.

“Yeah, but why would there be an effect here?”

In answer to Beck’s question, the cockpit was suddenly filled with a low hum and a green spiral of energies began to coalesce into the shape of a man behind them. Beck yanked open the supply drawer in the console, quickly tossing a phaser to Morales and keeping one for herself.

The man finished his entrance. He appeared to be humanoid, wearing an unfamiliar blue and grey uniform and a hat like she’d seen bellboys at some of the nicer hotels on Earth wear. He was holding a small padd, which he stared at intently.

“Lisa Beck?” he asked, looking at Beck.

“Who wants to know?” Morales demanded.

“I’ll handle this, Walter. Thanks,” Beck said. “That would be me. Who the hell are you?”

“Temporal Express. When it absolutely, positively has to be there before you mailed it.” He extended his palm to Beck; embedded in it was a small black square about inch wide. “Press your thumb here please.”

“What for?”

“Your package,” the Temporal Express employee replied in annoyance. Skeptically, Beck pressed her thumb to the man’s palm. On contact, a red beam lanced out of an odd insignia pin on his chest right into Beck’s eye.

“HEY!”

“I have to do a retinal scan,” the man said. There was that unspoken “duh” again. “All right. Everything seems to be in order. Here you go.” He handed the padd to Beck then vanished just as quickly as he had come.

Beck blinked several times to get the spots out of her right eye as tried to focus on the padd in front of her.

“To Commander Beck…blah blah blah. Timeship? What? Blah blah blah. 29th century? Yeah right… We demand that you blah blah blah and REPAIR THE DAMAGE TO THE TIME STREAM!”

“We’re working on it,” Morales shouted into the empty air. “Give us a break.” He looked to Beck expecting some sort of comment. But none was forthcoming. Her whole face had fallen as she continued reading the padd.

“What is it?”

“Alex and Travis are dead,” Beck said softly.

“Oh boy.”

“Oh yeah.”

“What are we supposed to do about it now?” Morales asked.

“Make them un-dead…and get them back to their origin point in time.”

“Wait. Why doesn’t whoever sent you that padd do it? They seem to know a hell of a lot more than we do about the situation.”

“All the message says is that they’re busy with other things and Multek space is out of their jurisdiction.”

“Great.”

“Just get me to that runabout, Walter. Jaroch’s still alive. Maybe he can help us.”

“If he doesn’t try and whisk you off on a second honeymoon first,” Morales grumbled. Beck turned back to her console and returned to following the runabout’s ion trail. Morales’ last comment stuck with her, though. From Porter, that line would have been a sarcastic mood lightener. That’s just the way Craig was. From Walter, it almost seemed…bitter.



The first wave of Multek soldiers, four of them to be precise, stormed into the runabout cockpit, waving their weapons in front of them in search of any potential threats.

They didn’t see any.

“Um…are we supposed to be pretending that there’s someone on this ship?” the squad leader asked.

“I don’t know, sir,” the other three replied crisply.

“Right…okay then. I imagine that the imaginary ship is pretending to be secured then. Okay?”

“Okay, sir!” the other three replied crisply.

“Anybody want lunch?”

“Sounds yummy, sir!” the other three replied crisply.

And off they went. Meanwhile, Jaroch sat in his hiding place and waited.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Porter blinked a few times, trying to clear his vision. Nope. No luck. The whale was still there.

“What’re you lookin’ at?” the whale said in a low, guttural voice. It didn’t seem angry or excited…more like bored.

“Um…well…” Porter struggled to make some kind of response, but the witty rejoinder section of his brain seemed to have been completely knocked offline by the sheer oddity of what it was being faced with.

“You want to find your friends or not?” the whale said finally, tiring of Porter’s sputtering.

“Yes.”

“Brilliant. All right, then, Craigie-boy, you’re the scientist. What the hell is going on around here?”

“Well…either you’re some sort of intelligent whale-like creature…or I’m seriously delusional.”

“I’m a talking whale. I think we can rule out Option A.”

“Good point,” Porter said. “Okay. I’m delusional. Since it started when I entered this room, I think I can also rule out a sudden illness.”

“There you go,” the whale replied. He adjusted his position, using a flipper to prop his head up as he listened to Porter.

“Okay, so if the room is causing the hallucinations and Russell and Lazlo are both in this room, they’re trapped in hallucinations as well.”

“The man is a marvel.”

“So what do I do? Firing indiscriminately to see if I can shut down whatever is causing this seems like an incredibly bad idea.”

“Only if you care if Sean and Lazlo live.”

“Hmm…” Porter thought for a moment. “Yeah. I’d better keep them alive.”

“Guess you better look for Plan B, then.”

“Guess so.”



Russell would just have liked a plan period…any plan. He’d landed directly on one of the spikes, which had then extended all the way through his body (painlessly, oddly enough) and now he was the meat on a giant shiskabob, sitting wedged between a huge onion and green pepper on a spit rotating over a blazing fire.

Between the proximity of the onion and the smoke from the fire, Russell couldn’t see through the tears welling up in his eyes. Pinned and slowly cooking, Russell resorted to the only thing he could think of.

“HEEELLLLLLLP!!!!”



Floating.

It was a nice sensation, Lazlo decided.

At the moment, he was a liquid just floating on top of a calm sea of brown gravy.

A noise at the very edge of his hearing disturbed his tranquility.

“HEEELLLLLLLP!!!!”

“Did you hear that?” Lazlo forced an eye to solidify and looked for the source of the voice. His gun was speeding toward him, moving its stock from side to side to propel itself. “It’s that damn Russell,” the gun continued. “Stop being gooey and go get him.”

“But I’m relaaaaaaaaxed,” Lazlo said dreamily, the words forming from lips floating on the gravy.



Joros’ subordinates steadied her body, each one grabbing one of her tentacles as she reeled under the mental assault coming at her from the hostile alien she was trying to control.

“What is happening?” her helmsman demanded.

“The alien entered the Meditation Matrix. His mind is not compatible. I can’t…”

“Release him, then.”

“And let them kill us? I will not allow it,” Joros thought-replied determinedly. She clamped her eyes shut and redoubled her concentration. Her crew had to be kept safe.



“We’re nearing the coordinates now,” Hypple reported as he brought the stolen yacht out of warp. Admiral Wuddle practically dove at the sensor console to begin scanning for signs of the ship Gubbler reported shooting down.

“Got it!” Wuddle exclaimed triumphantly. “On the fifth planet of the star system.”

“Should I take us in?”

“Of course. I am not returning to Multos without absolute proof.”



Lazlo suddenly found himself solid again and holding his rifle in his arms.

“This time you’re going to kill Russell! Got it!” his rifle shouted.

“Yes, Mister Gun.”

“That’s Ms. Gun!”

“Oh, sorry.”

Lazlo lurched forward into a vast sea of white hoping that somehow he would stumble upon his quarry.



Fortunately for Lazlo, Russell wasn’t going anywhere except round and round on the spit. Russell had achieved a nice level of dizziness, though.



Inexplicably, the whale seemed to keep up with Porter as he moved across the desert landscape he’d found himself in. How he was doing it, Porter had no clue, since he hadn’t seem so much as a flipper flap.

“There’s got to be a wall around here somewhere,” Porter muttered as he walked forward, arms outstretched.

“Assuming that you’re actually moving at all,” the whale said. “Who can tell in here?”

“I thought you supposed to be helping me.”

“I’m just givin’ you the facts.”



The yacht carrying Wuddle and Hypple touched down outside the crashed D’Ceti ship just yards away from the Runabout Cumberland.

“Two imaginary ships?” Hypple said nervously.

“They are not imaginary,” Wuddle said. “You must unlearn what our government has taught us.” He looked back at his scanners. “I am detecting no life signs on the smaller vessel. They must all be on the bigger ship. Transport us inside.”

“Yes, Wuddle,” Hypple replied nervously. Suddenly, he wasn’t so sure that he wanted to meet aliens after all.



In the distance, the whiteness gradually began to clear, giving way to a beautiful sunny day. Lazlo was inside a garden hedge maze. Looking around, he tried to get his bearings. Hedge. Hedge. Hedge. Hedge. Well, nothing but hedge.

He jumped up, hoping to get a glimpse of something that would help him find his way out of this mess.

A few yards away, standing in the center of the maze, was a statue. Oddly enough, it looked just like Sean Russell standing tied to a pole with an apple in his mouth. The stonework was very nice, from what Lazlo could tell as he jumped up and down trying to get a better look at it.

“You’ve got him now, Marty,” his gun said. “Damn the hedges. Full speed ahead!”

Lazlo tucked his head down to his chest and dove through the hedge towards the statue.



Russell suddenly felt the spit stop turning. Warily, he opened his eyes to see what was happening. He certainly wasn’t over an open fire anymore.

Instead, his arms were stretched out, tied with vines to wooden poles on either side of him. He seemed to be on top of some sort of hill in a jungle.

In the distance, he heard rhythmic thudding, which seemed to be growing louder and louder, but the tall trees around him prevented him from seeing very far in any direction.

Suddenly, the trees parted revealing a giant ape-like creature. Spotting Russell tied between the poles, it growled menacingly and reached out a huge hairy hand toward him. Russell screamed.

Slowly, Russell realized that this ape looked awfully familiar. It was LAZLO!

Then, Russell’s screaming began in earnest.



“What was that?” Hypple said fearfully as horrible shrieks filled the corridor of the D’Ceti ship.

“It’s coming from this way,” Wuddle said, charging off down the hall.

“Uh…Admiral…do we really want to go toward it?” Hypple said, nervously chasing after Wuddle.



“Did you hear that?” Porter said, turning back to his companion.

“Who didn’t hear that?” the whale replied.

Porter stood on top of a sand dune, peering out at the vast desert before him.

“Wait. There!” Porter exclaimed, point at a dune in the distance. Something was there, but he couldn’t quite make it out. A set of binoculars appeared in his hand. “That was convenient.”

“We aim to please,” the whale said.

Porter peered through the binoculars. It was Russell. He was staked down on the dune with a giant blue vulture hovering over him. Porter realized that vulture had a mustache. Lazlo!

“Come on whale!” Porter shouted, racing down the sand dune towards Russell and Lazlo.

“I prefer Melville, actually.”

“Melville?”

“Hey, I’m a literate whale.”

“Gotcha.”



Russell cringed as the huge hand got closer and closer.



Lazlo had the statue in his sights. He raised his rifle and prepared to fire.



Porter ran faster than he’d ever thought possible…especially considering that he now had a good inch of sand in his boots.



Wuddle leaned against the door the noises seemed to be coming from. He could hear lots of muffled shouts and screams. Whatever was going on, it didn’t sound all that pleasant. “This is definitely it.”

He opened the door expecting to see some indescribable horror. Instead, it was just three beings…and he recognized them!



The hallucinatory landscape in front of Porter suddenly vanished, revealing a bare room…well, bare except for Russell, Lazlo, and the rifle Lazlo was pointing at Russell.

Porter dove, tackling the marine and knocking him to the floor. As they fell, Porter spotted the open door to the room and two figures standing in the doorway.

“Don’t let that door close!” Porter screamed.

“I’m going to kill you all,” Lazlo bellowed. Russell finally snapped out of his petrifying fear and jumped in to help Porter get control of Lazlo. The two men managed to send Lazlo’s rifle sliding away across the floor, but even unarmed, Lazlo was a formidable opponent.

“What’s wrong with him?” Russell shouted.

“I was going to ask you!” Porter replied, straining to keep his grip on Lazlo’s left arm.

“He’s possessed!”

“I’d figured out that much!”

“Federations!” Wuddle shouted. He should have known. That’s why the ship outside looked vaguely familiar. And these weren’t just any Federations. The one in blue with the rifle had tried to kill him during Wuddle’s visit to the Federation space station that had convinced Wuddle that the imaginaries were actually real. And the other two…one was called Russell. Russell had chased Wuddle through the station, trying to catch him before the man in blue…Lazlo…was able to kill him.

“What do we do?” Hypple said, breaking into Wuddle’s thoughts. Aliens. These were actual aliens! Wuddle had been right all along.

Before Wuddle could answer, Porter started shouting. “If you see anything that looks like a computer, blast it! Hurry! We can’t hold him much longer.”

Hypple and Wuddle drew their hand weapons and started shooting at the strange device mounted in the ceiling, which exploded in a flurry of sparks and debris.



Joros jolted as Lazlo’s mind cleared suddenly. “The Meditation Matrix has been destroyed. I have full control back.”



With a surge of strength, Lazlo threw Porter and Russell off of him, knocking the two men into the walls of the room. The marine reared up in fury, his eye blazing.

Suddenly, he spotted Wuddle and Hypple. Multeks! Forget Russell and Porter; this was a real threat.



“I’m losing him!” Joros thought-sent.

“What’s happened?” her chief scanner thought-replied.

“There are others there. They are called…Multeks. They are different than the other invaders. The one I control feels they are a threat.”



Wuddle didn’t even get time to scream before Lazlo was on him. The marine grabbed him by the neck and hoisted him up into the air.

“Lazlo!” Porter said, pulling himself to his feet. “Let him go!”

“Craig. It’s the Multeks!” Russell said, running for Lazlo’s rifle.

“I can see that,” Porter said angrily. “Calm down.”

“L.l.l.l.l.l.let him go,” Hypple said nervously, pointing his blaster at Lazlo.

“Everyone calm down,” Porter said. “Lazlo, it’s me. Porter. Just relax. You don’t have to kill anyone.”

“Must kill,” Lazlo replied determinedly.

“No. Don’t. We’re the Federation. Remember? We don’t just kill things.”

“I do.”

“He’s right. He does,” Russell said.

“Shut up, Sean,” Porter snapped. “You aren’t helping!”

“Sorry.”

“Help me…” Wuddle gasped.

“I’m working on it,” Porter said. He looked closely at the Multek Lazlo was strangling. “Is that you, Wuddle?”

“Yes…help.”

“Sean, now.”

“Now what? I thought you wanted me to stay out of it.”

“I changed my mind. Now.”

“Now what?”

“Would you just fire the damn rifle?”

“Oh.” After making sure the weapon was set on stun, Russell blasted Wuddle, knocking the Multek unconscious.

“Sean!”

“What? You said fire.”

“Not at him!”

“Sorry!” Russell fired again, sending Hypple into dreamland as well.

“Dammit, Sean!”

“What?”

With both of his adversaries unconscious, Lazlo turned on Porter and Russell.

“Oh!” Russell exclaimed. “You wanted me to shoot him!”

“Yes!”

“Gotcha!” Russell fired a third time, dropping Lazlo to the deck just before he could get his hands around Porter’s neck.



Joros shook her head, clearing her mind after the strain of the last few hours. “He’s gone. The others shot him with some kind of beam.”

“They’d kill their own kind even while not under our control?” the chief scanner thought-sent in horror.

“No. They just knocking him unconscious.” Joros reached out her mind again. The hostility she had sensed earlier had vanished. Was it possible that it only came from the one called Lazlo?

Gently, she probed the mind of the one who called himself Porter. She sensed concern, curiosity, and a little fear. She went a little deeper, looking for information rather than trying to take control. What was this Federation she had heard Porter mention? And who were these Multeks?



Porter suddenly clutched the sides of his head and fell to the floor. Russell was beside him in a flash.

“Craig! Are you all right?”

“My mind. Something’s in…” Porter forced himself to relax. There was pain, but he could feel…intelligence. He didn’t know how, but he knew that there was a mind at work inside his own. Think “hello.” Think “hello.”



Joros detected the greeting. Her time inside Lazlo’s mind had given her a complete understanding of the language used by these beings, but, while most of what she’d sensed in Lazlo’s mind was hostile, this was sent in friendship.

“Hello,” she thought-sent.

“Who are you?” the being…human…known as Porter thought-replied. He had no innate telepathic ability. Only Joros’ direct contact with his mind was enabling him to communicate like this.

“I am Joros.”

“I am Lieutenant Craig Porter of the United Federation of Planets Outpost Waystation.” For some reason, Joros detected that the human found these next words humorous for some reason dealing with human history; however, they were meant sincerely. “We come in peace.”

Joros looked at her crew surrounding her as they watched her with trepidation.

“We have made a mistake,” she thought-sent to the group as she began to smile.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Morales put the Wayward into another tight loop as Beck continued watching the readouts from the scanners. Every few seconds, Morales glanced down at the proximity alert, just to make sure no Multek ships were slipping into range without him knowing. That was paranoid, of course, considering the number of lights and alarms that would go off in that instance, but you just never knew when something could go wrong…especially since this day had been going wrong from the moment he woke up.

“It’s gone,” Beck said finally. “The ion trail gets to here then vanishes. I’m not detecting any debris, though.”

“So the Roanoke is probably intact somewhere?” Morales asked.

“It could be. All I know is that it didn’t leave this spot under its own power. Jaroch’s supposed to be alive somewhere, so my guess is the Multek’s got him. I’m trying to recalibrate the sensors to detect Multek engine signatures, but I don’t have much data to go on. We haven’t exactly had a lot of contact with the Multeks.”

“I usually appreciate that fact,” Morales said. “Hold on.”

“What are you…”

Beck was suddenly thrown back in her seat as the inertial dampeners struggled to compensate for the quick dive Morales threw the Wayward into. The ship rolled, then eventually straightened out as Morales pushed the ship up to warp nine.

“That Multek patrol craft we passed a little while ago may still be nearby. I might be able to get you close enough to get some engine emission readings. It’s a start.”

“Just promise me we can go back and get my stomach when we’re done.”

Morales looked at Beck nervously. “Sorry about that. I…”

“Walter, I was kidding. Let’s go get the readings.”



Back on Waystation, Yeoman Tina Jones exited the turbolift into ops and looked around anxiously. The place was almost silent other than the soft blips and bleeps of the various systems.

Lieutenant Mason was the only one in sight, and he seemed less than interested in his work. He had his feet up on the engineering/science console as he perused a padd.

Jones cleared her throat. “Um…is Dr. Nelson up here?”

Mason pointed at Commander Beck’s office without even lowering his padd. In some ways, she couldn’t blame him, though. Not much happened around here usually. It wasn’t like they were even moving really.

Jones headed to the right and approached the doors of Beck’s office. Nelson was inside in the same position Mason had been. Her feet were propped up on Beck’s desk as she looked through some battered padd.

Nelson noticed her before Jones had a chance to press the door chime and waved the yeoman into the office. “Did you know she keeps her childhood diary in her desk?” Nelson said, holding the padd up. “This stuff’s hilarious.”

Jones shifted her feet nervously. Somehow, she didn’t think Commander Beck would really like Dr. Nelson reading her diary, childhood or not. Jones knew her own childhood diary was full of descriptions of crushes and stupid fantasies. She had a hard time imagining Commander Beck ever being like that, though, even as a little girl.

“Did you need something?” Nelson said, braking into Jones’s thoughts.

“Um…the conference is about to wrap up for the day, and they haven’t heard anything about the banquet that was scheduled for tonight. Commander Beck was supposed to speak there, so I thought maybe she’d have told you something about it.”

“Not me. Go find Bradley Dillon. This is his shebang.”

“Mason to Nelson,” the comm interrupted.

“Go ahead.”

“We just got a message from the Wayward. They’ve lost the Roanoke’s trail, but they think they’ve found the trail of a Multek ship that took it. They’re in pursuit.”

“They want us to do anything?”

“Commander Beck didn’t mention any orders,” Mason replied.

“Good enough. Not that we could do much anyway. They’ve got all the ships. Nelson out.” She turned her attention back to Jones. “Anything else?”

“No. I’ll just go find Mr. Dillon.”

“You do that,” Nelson said as she propped her feet back up and returned to Beck’s diary. Jones quickly slipped out and headed toward the turbolift.



“Wherever they’re headed, it’s pretty much straight ahead,” Beck said as she watched the Multek engine trail on her sensors. A little earlier, Morales had been able to hide behind a moon as a Multek ship passed by, allowing Beck to get some more detailed data on Multek engine emissions. After a quick zip back to the site of the runabout’s disappearance, Beck had quickly found the Multek’s engine trail.

“I don’t suppose we know where they’re going.”

“Not a clue. They haven’t exactly given us a map of their space before. On the upside, I’ve been able to send a lot of astrometric data back to Waystation. Now all we have to do is get back alive to enjoy it.”



In his private screening room in the Central Administration Building on Multos, Frequoq Juletz laughed heartily as he watched the revered comedian, Mopple, trip and fall head first into a vat of glue in the latest episode of the Mopple Motel. That man got into more messes.

“There’s a sticky situation for you, Mopple!” Juletz shouted happily, slapping his knee. He then realized someone was tapping his shoulder. “What?” he demanded, turning on his personal assistant, Faddle.

“I thought I should bring this to you in person,” Faddle said, handing a small vidi-link to Juletz. Juletz activate the small, round device, the screen of which began to show the image of a Multek miliary officer. For some reason, Juletz felt he’d seen this officer’s face recently on one report or another. He looked at so many that it was hard to say for sure.

“This is Captain Gubbler of the Kellog. We have captured an imaginary vessel and currently returning with it to Multos. Request instructions as to what we should do when we arrive.”

“Oh great Quogin! He’s bringing it here!”

“I’m afraid so, Your Frequoqness. I think he’s expecting a promotion, too.”

“I’m going to promote my foot up his ass! Tell him to transfer the imaginary ship to my private docking facility on the roof. After that, have his ship impounded and his crew quarantined and sent to a Recovery Ranch. And no one else is to hear about this!”

“Understood, Your Frequoqness.”

“And get me tickets to the circus tonight. I need to wind down.”

“Of course.” Faddle quickly retreated as Juletz tossed the vidi-link across the screening room and sailing through the hologram of Mopple, who was currently trying to unstick a woman’s bra from his face. That Mopple. What a riot.



The computer pinpointed Bradley Dillon’s location as the Dillon Enterprises Research and Development Lab, which Jones found a bit odd. As far as she knew, there wasn’t anything there other than the remains of the exploded time pod…not that people really kept her informed of the latest developments.

But, seeing as how she had a conference full of annoyed scientists wanting to know about their dinner plans, Jones made her way down to Deck 16 and into the lab.

She didn’t know what she was expecting to find, but it certainly wasn’t what she was faced with. Bradley Dillon, still dressed in his tuxedo he’d worn to open the conference, was sitting on the floor in the midst of the time pod rubble. Jones couldn’t say for sure, but from the glazed and bloodshot look in his eyes, it almost looked as if he had been crying.

“Mister Dillon?” she said hesitantly.

“Get out,” he said flatly.

“I need to talk to you, sir.”

“I’m busy.”

Jones considered leaving but just couldn’t do it. Bradley obviously was upset about something, and she wasn’t about to leave him like this or, even worse, call in Counselor Miller. She entered the room the rest of the way, letting the doors slide shut behind her.

Bradley looked up at her, his eyes filled with so much sorrow that she was taken aback. All this over a stupid invention? She couldn’t believe it.

“It’s just a machine,” she said softly, putting a hand on his shoulder.

“No. This was my one chance,” Bradley replied hoarsely. “I’ve been searching for a year for this. I was going to save her.”

“Who?”

Bradley smiled weakly. “Leximas. I could have gotten her before the Starshine Kids blew up her module.”

Jones sat down beside him and wrapped an arm around Bradley. “I had no idea you two were…”

“We weren’t,” Bradley said quickly. “But she was my friend…and I don’t have many.” Tears welled up in his eyes again. “I miss her, Tina.”

Jones didn’t respond. There was nothing to say. Instead, she just sat silently and held him.



“Now approaching Multos,” Gubbler’s helm officer reported as the vast blue orb came into view on the viewscreen. Gubbler sighed inwardly, but didn’t let his disappointment show. He was hoping that news had spread of his remarkable achievement and that a flotilla of ships would be waiting to give the Kellog a hero’s welcome.

“Continue with our assigned flight plan,” Gubbler said.

The helm officer entered the Multos atmosphere above the capital city and slowly descended to the Central Administration Building. The roof of the building automatically slid open, revealing an empty docking bay.

“Open docking bay doors and tractor out the imaginary ship,” Gubbler ordered reluctantly. “Give me the view from the rear cameras.” The image on the viewscreen shifted to show the imaginary ship (But it wasn’t imaginary. He knew that for certain. There were really aliens out there!) exiting the docking back under the control of the Kellog’s tractor beam. A similar beam lanced out from the Frequoq’s docking facility and grabbed the imaginary ship.

“Release tractor,” Gubbler said. “And get us back into orbit.”

“Yes, captain,” the helm officer replied, steering the ship back up through the atmosphere. As the clouds gave way to space, the Kellog found itself confronted by four Multek warships.

“You will stand down and initiate standard quarantine procedures,” a voice boomed over the Kellog’s comm system.

Gubbler collapsed into his command chair, the full realization of what was happening washing over him. “They already know,” he said softly. “But they don’t want the people to know, so they aren’t going tell anyone what we know.”

“Sir?” the helm officer said confused.

“Don’t worry about it,” Gubbler said defeated. “Evidently, it doesn’t matter at all.”

The ship lurched slightly as four tractor beams locked onto it. Gubbler laughed humorlessly.

“So much for my promotion.”



Just before the doors of the Frequoq’s private docking bay closed over it, the Runabout Roanoke’s computer system winked to life. Upon detecting that it was no longer inside the Multek ship, a preset program began, sending out three quick beacon pulses, then falling silent hopefully before the Multeks were able to detect what had happened.



“Walter, I think we’re in trouble,” Beck said, looking up from her monitor. “Long range sensors are detecting a planet, a heavily-populated, well-developed planet.”

“The Multek Homeworld?”

“That would be my guess. I’m sending the data to your console.”

Morales looked at the readouts scrolling beside his helm controls. “Yikes.”

“Exactly.”

“Yes!”

“What?”

“I’ve got the runabout. It’s on the planet.”

“How in the…”

“Thank Jaroch,” Beck said. “We just received three beacon pulses. It wasn’t much, but I was able to get the coordinates.”

“Great, but that still means we have to get down there somehow,” Morales said.

“I don’t suppose there’s a handy moon for you to hide behind.”

“Judging by these readings, they’re all inhabited.”

“Damn…wait.”

“What?”

“Hold on. I’m thinking,” Beck said. A vague memory from one of her Academy classes resurfaced. It was risky, but no more so than charging headlong into Multek space. “Have you ever performed a near-warp transport?”

Morales’ eyes widened in alarm. “No! No one does those!”

“They have been performed, Walter,” Beck said. “It’s the only way we’re going to get someone down there without getting blasted to atoms.”

“Lisa…Commander. Please. This is insane.”

“Program in the flight plan. I’ll meet you in the transporter alcove,” Beck said, climbing out of her seat and heading out of the cockpit.

Morales forced himself to concentrate on Beck’s orders instead of panicking about her safety. He plotted the flight plan. Come out of high warp near the planet, just slipping below the speed of light, he’d initiate transport, then the ship would leap back into high warp. It was definitely risky, and even worse, if it worked, Beck would be completely on her own on the Multek Homeworld.

He was her first officer, dammit. He was supposed to be the one taking the risks in her place, Morales thought as he headed back to the transport alcove to join Beck.

Beck already had a phaser and tricorder holstered by the time Morales arrived. “I’ve programmed the coordinates into the transporter. All you have to do is energize when we come out of warp.”

“I should go instead,” Morales said. It was weak, but he couldn’t think of any other objections.

“You’re the best pilot, remember?” Beck said, stepping up onto the transporter pad with Morales right behind her. “Keep the ship together and get the hell away from here.”

“Ten seconds until warp deceleration,” the ship’s computer reported.

“I’ll see you back at home,” Beck said smiling as she drew her phaser. “You’d better get to the transporter console.”

Morales looked back at the console, then at Beck. Impulsively, he grabbed her head and kissed her. Holding her lips to his for as long as he could before their time was up. He dove over to the console as Beck stood in stunned shock, touching her lips.

“Warp deceleration now,” the computer reported.

Beck pointed at Morales. “We’ll talk about this later. Energize.”

Morales activated the transporter, dematerializing Beck in a flurry of molecules. Once she was gone, Morales slumped to the deck as he felt the ship leap back into warp.

The Multeks were probably sending out some kind of pursuit, but he just couldn’t get up the emotion to care.



If there was one thing that seemed constant throughout the galaxy, it was the architecture of docking bays. Commander Beck had been in a lot of them through her years in Starfleet, and they all looked about the same. Sure, the color schemes varied, but basically they were all just big rooms to put ships in.

The Multek docking bay Beck found herself in was really no different than many others (walls, big door, something that looked like a tractor beam emitter), but she had to admit that this was one of the wilder color schemes she’d ever seen. It was all so…pastel. Light pinks. Baby blues. Soft reds. Replace the runabout in the middle of the room with a crib, and you would have had a decent nursery.

The other thing Beck found odd were the corners of the room. Now usually she didn’t take much notice of corners, but these were a bit peculiar. None of them met at right angles. Instead, there were skewed 45 to 115 degree angles everywhere, creating an almost disorienting effect. After seeing the simple lines of Multek ships, Beck hadn’t expected their planet to be so…warped.

At first, she thought that the runabout was the only ship in the room, but there did seem to be a smaller, golden shuttle nearby. She couldn’t read the Multek writing on the side without the translation matrix in her tricorder, but the ornateness of the script suggested that the owner was someone of importance.

Pushing that out of her head, Beck turned her attention to the Runabout Roanoke sitting in the middle of the docking bay. Overall, other than a couple of scorch marks on the hull, the ship appeared undamaged. That would certainly make getting back home easier. Of course, she still had to get out of the docking bay and off the planet before anyone had time to intercept her.

Beck pressed the panel to open the runabout hatch, which turned out to be a very bad move. Suddenly, the room darkened and eight separate spotlights blazed down on her. She dodged to the side to get out of the glare, but they hounded her every step. Around the room, colored lights flashed announcing the presence of an intruder. She wasn’t positive, but it sounded like the siren that was blaring had a beat to it. It was like being in one of those discos on Raisa.

With her element of surprise gone, Beck knew she was just going to have to try to blast her way off of the planet. The odds weren’t exactly in her favor, but she had no intention of being the guest of honor at a Multek imaginary execution.

“Wait!” a faint voice shouted from behind her.

“What?” Beck shouted back, turning to see a plump Multek male dressed in a golden suit standing behind her. His suitcoat was almost more like a trench coat stretching down to his knees, and several medals had been pinned to the breast of it.

“Wait!”

“I can’t hear you!”

“You can’t leave!”

“Can you turn this off?” Beck said, gesturing around.

“Oh!” The Multek reached into his coat pocket, and suddenly the noise stopped. “Better?”

“Much,” Beck said, shaking her head to clear the din.

“Sorry about that,” the Multek said.

“Don’t worry about it. Um…not to seem ungrateful, but aren’t you supposed to be screaming something about me being imaginary right now.”

“But you are very real,” the man replied, pulling a pistol out of his coat and aiming it at Beck. “That’s the problem.”





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



“We’re about to have some company,” Lieutenant Porter said, snapping out of the dazed reverie he’d been in for the last several minutes.

“What the hell happened to you?” Russell asked.

Porter smiled. “I was making first contact. See if you can wake up that Multek Wuddle brought with him.” Russell moved over to Hypple while Porter saw to Wuddle.

“What did you do that for?” the Multek admiral asked groggily.

“Sorry. Miscommunication,” Porter replied, helping Wuddle to his feet. “If you don’t mind me asking, what are you doing here and why aren’t you running around screaming that we’re figments of your imagination?”

“Some of my people have accepted the truth,” Wuddle replied. “We have an underground organization that hopes to one day bring proof of alien life back to Multos.”

“We’ve got a spare marine if you want him,” Porter quipped.

“Thank you, but I would prefer someone less…unstable.”

“Admiral, the alien touched me!” Hypple exclaimed as Russell hoisted the Multek to his feet. “This is amazing. Are you sure we’re not hallucinating?”

“Afraid not, buddy,” Porter said. “And I think things are about to get more interesting.”

“Unnh,” Lazlo moaned from the floor. “What the hell happened to me?”

“Russell shot you,” Porter said. Lazlo’s eyes snapped open angrily and he leapt to his feet. “Why the devil did you do that, you damn Starfleet moron?!?”

“Um…you were trying to kill me!” Russell replied.

“I did not. We beamed over here. I went searching. Next thing I know, I’m waking up after being shot by you and…” Lazlo trailed off as he spotted the two other figures in the room.

“MULTEKS!!!”

“Here we go again,” Porter muttered. “Colonel, you’ve missed a lot. There are other aliens on this ship, and they took control of your mind for a while.”

“Lies. It’s a Multek trick.”

“I assure you it is not, Colonel Martin Lazlo,” a female voice said…well, not so much said. Everyone in the room just heard it in their minds. At the entrance to the Meditation Matrix was an orange creature standing approximately eight feet tall with multiple flagella where arms and legs would normally be. Several similar creatures were visible out in the corridor beyond the first one.

The creature bowed her head in greeting, and the voice continued in their minds. “I am Captain Joros of the D’Ceti. We wish to…apologize for what has happened here today. We are explorers by nature, but we felt we had to defend ourselves.”

“Completely understandable,” Porter said audibly. He approached Joros with his arms spread wide. “I am Lieutenant Porter of the United Federation of Planets. This is Lieutenant Sean Russell and Colonel Martin Lazlo. We too are explorers. And our pale friends over there are Wuddle…”

“Admiral Wuddle of the Multek Enclave,” Wuddle said, taking a step forward in amazement. A sentient non-humanoid! This was completely astounding. “This is my associate Hypple. I am afraid that my government is responsible for the damage to your vessel. I assure you, though, that my friend and I mean you no harm.”

“Captain, I don’t see anyway that we can get your ship back into space; however, we can transport your crew back to our space station. There, we can show you more of our culture and hopefully learn more about yours. We can also see about finding you a way back to your homeworld,” Porter said.

“Now hold on a minute, Porter,” Lazlo said. “You’re going to give a ride to a species that turned me into a psychotic killing machine.”

“You want me to punish them for giving you your fondest wish?” Porter said, patting Lazlo on the shoulder.

“Your pushing me, Porter.”

“If you’re uncomfortable, you can ride with the Multeks…that is if you two want to come back to Waystation. It’s a bit different than the last time you were there, Admiral.”

“I would enjoy spending more time there,” Wuddle replied.

“Looks like we’ve got ourselves a party then,” Porter said. “Let’s get moving.”



Dr. Nelson wandered out of Beck’s office in ops with a yawn and a stretch. “Is my shift over yet, Mason?”

“Technically, ma’am, I don’t think it’s over until one of the command staff returns.”

“Well, I’m going to go command from my bed. I’ve had enough of…”

“We’re receiving a message from the Wayward,” Mason interrupted. “Data only.”

“I don’t suppose it says that they’re right outside waiting to dock.”

“No, ma’am. It was sent using the emergency data burst protocol. Lieutenant Commander Morales reports that Commander Beck has transported down to the Multek homeworld. Morales and the Wayward are currently in an asteroid field hiding from several Multek pursuit vessels. He’s requesting assistance.”

“Sorry, we’re fresh out,” Nelson said, shaking the fatigue out of her head.

“Do you want me to tell him that?”

“Hell no. Find Porter, Russell, and that damn marine and tell them to get off their asses and do something. And find out why the hell Morales let Lisa beam down to that planet alone. No wait. I know the answer to that one. She’s not real good at listening to reason some times.”

“Anything else?”

“No…yes. Inform the marines. I don’t really want to send them in on a suicide mission, but I will if I have to.”

“I’m sure they’ll love it anyway,” Mason said.

“You’re probably right.”



“Sorry about the accommodations,” Porter said as he squeezed past Joros and another D’Ceti into the pilot’s seat of the Cumberland. “This ship wasn’t exactly designed to hold 20 aliens of your height. Actually, it wasn’t designed to hold 20 aliens of any height.” He was so distracted by everything that was going on around him that he almost didn’t notice the message light flashing on his console. After activating the message, Porter watched Mason give a brief explanation of Morales and Beck’s situation.

“Dammit!” Porter muttered, slapping his hand down on the console.

“Is there a problem?” Joros asked.

“Two of our friends are in trouble,” Porter replied, squeezing back out of his seat and stepping gingerly over the various flagella strewn across the cockpit from three different D’Ceti. “I’ll be right back.”

He quickly exited the runabout and headed over to Wuddle’s stolen yacht, where Russell and Lazlo had decided to spend the ride back to Waystation. It didn’t take long for Porter to bring them up to date on events in the Multek Enclave.

“The Powers of the Enclave will not allow her to make her presence known to the Multek people,” Wuddle said. “Very likely, once it is discovered that she is on Multos, the Frequoq will give orders that she be killed on sight.”

“We’ve got to get over there,” Russell said.

“Now this is more like it,” Lazlo said, rubbing the armrest of his chair in excitement. “I may not like Beck, but I love a rescue mission.”

“We can’t drag a ship full of D’Ceti into this,” Porter said. “And they won’t all fit in this yacht.”

“Your vessel would be spotted and attacked soon after it entered our space,” Wuddle said.

“I think you’re out of this one, Craig,” Russell said. “We’ll take the yacht and get Commander Beck back. You head on to Waystation.”

“Go with him, Hypple,” Wuddle ordered. “I’ll help you find your commander.”

“We owe you one, Wuddle,” Porter said. “A couple actually. Good luck, guys.”

“I assure you it will be pure skill,” Lazlo replied, a predatory look crossing his face. This was the happiest Porter had seen the marine in a long time.

Almost as soon as Porter and Hypple cleared the hatch of the yacht, it lifted off and sped upward toward space.

“Let’s get home, Hypple. I need a beer.”

“Beer?”

“I’ll show you when we get there,” Porter said, heading up the stairs into the runabout. Seconds later, it too rose up from the surface and began the trip back to Waystation.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Lieutenant Commander Morales quickly read the data burst reply he’d received from Waystation a few moments earlier, the glow of the monitor acting as the only illumination in the darkened cabin.

Morales had no idea if the Multek patrol ships were still out there, but he didn’t have any intention of going out to check just yet. He was nice and cozy hiding inside this large, sturdy asteroid.

It hadn’t taken him long to shake himself out of the emotional funk he’d sunk into once Beck had left the Wayward. Incoming weapons fire just had a tendency to get the blood pumping and refocus your attention. Finding a hiding place away from the Multek ships pursuing him hadn’t taken long at all, and, even more remarkably, Waystation had been incredibly prompt in their reply.

MESSAGE RECEIVED. HELP IS ON THE WAY. STAY THERE!

Help? What help? It would practically take an invasion fleet to get close to the Multek homeworld long enough to find Beck and rescue her. If she needed rescuing, of course. Damn, he never should have let her go.

And he definitely shouldn’t have kissed her. That was really going to make things awkward when Beck got back…if she got back. He had to stop thinking like that. Really, he just wanted to stop thinking at all for a while. But that just wasn’t an option.

Morales activated the passive sensor array to see if he could detect any Multek ships swarming around his asteroid. It was better than sitting in the dark letting his mind wander the lovely streets of paranoia and regret.



“Now that really wasn’t necessary,” Beck said, feigning a casual air as she stared at the pistol in the hand of the Multek standing in front of her.

“I sincerely hope not,” the Multek replied. “But I had to be sure that you would listen to me before running off.”

“I promise not to run anywhere,” Beck said.

“Glad to hear it. Now put these on behind your back.” The Multek reached into his other coat pocket, pulled out a set of wrist binders, and tossed them to Beck.

Beck briefly considered going for the phaser sitting invitingly in her uniform holster but thought better of it. Thus far, this Multek hadn’t given off the impression that he intended to harm Beck, and, considering the diplomatic situation with the Multeks was practically non-existent as it was, there really wasn’t a good reason to make it any worse. Reluctantly, she bound her wrists behind her back as the Multek confiscated her phaser and tricorder.

“There now,” he said. “Let’s go down to my office. We’ll be a lot more comfortable there.” He led Beck into a small elevator in the far corner of the docking bay, which quickly descended, opening out into a plush office with a large picture window looking out over the sprawling city beyond.

The Multek put Beck’s equipment into his desk, then unfastened her binders, much to Beck’s surprise. “Have a seat,” he said, gesturing to a chair across the desk as he pushed a small button on what appeared to be a comm console.

“Faddle…”

“Yes, Your Frequoqness,” the voice on the other end of the comm line replied.

“I’m going to be in a private meeting for the next several hours and will probably leave right after that. I do not want to be disturbed.”

“Understood, Your Frequoqness.”

The Multek closed the comm channel and walked around the desk, sitting down on top of it in front of Beck’s chair.

“There. Now we can talk in peace. I apologize for the binders, but I, as I said, I had to be sure that you wouldn’t run off or hurt me. My assistants would have seizures as it is if they knew I was off capturing an alien on my own. But let me back up a bit. Frequoq Juletz. I lead the Multek Enclave.” He bowed his head stiffly.

“Commander Lisa Beck of the Federation Outpost Waystation. It is an honor to meet you, Your Frequoqness,” Beck replied, extending her hand for Juletz to shake. Despite his somewhat rude method of getting her to his office, she was determined to be friendly and diplomatic.

Juletz stared at her hand for a few long moments, then clasped it, squeezing it tentatively as Beck returned the handshake. “You can mentally know that something is real, but actually touching it is a whole different experience,” Juletz said softly.

“You said that our being real was the problem. What did you mean by that?”

“Your Federation knows very little about our society, correct?”

“Only what we’ve been able to guess from our few encounters with your ships. We know you’re excessively xenophobic and, as a society, refuse to accept the existence of sentient life elsewhere in the galaxy.”

“All that is true,” Juletz replied, standing up to pace his office. “But do you know why we’re this way?”

“For sure? No. If I had to guess, I would say that something in your society’s cultural or spiritual life makes accepting the existence of alien life somehow dangerous to your belief system.”

“So we’re basically closed-minded isolationists.”

“That’s not the most diplomatic way to put it,” Beck said. “But that’s about it.”

“And what have you learned about Multek religion?”

“Nothing.”

“Our history?”

“Nothing.”

“Our day to day lives?”

“Again, we really do not know anything, but that’s not because we don’t want to know. The Federation is very eager to establish diplomatic ties to the Multek Enclave. I’m sure that our cultures have a lot to learn from each other.”

“Commander, this is never going to happen,” Juletz said. “I cannot allow the destruction of our society.”

“We are not conquerors,” Beck said. “And we certainly do not want to harm your people.”

“Come with me,” Juletz said, heading back toward the small elevator door.

“Where are we going?”

“There’s only one way to explain this to you. Wait…we need to make you more presentable.” He returned to his desk, opened the bottom drawer and pulled out a small box with a couple of Multek symbols printed on it. Beck’s rudimentary knowledge of the Multek language (she was the one who developed the first translation matrix) told her that it read “In Case of Emergency.” Juletz pulled out two long devices, both of which resembled hyposprays.

He approached Beck with them. “You have my word that these will not harm you in any way.” Beck nodded her consent, and Juletz pressed one device against her neck as he ran the other across her hair. Beck felt an odd whooshing sensation all across her skin and watched in amazement as every ounce of pigment seemed to drain from her body, leaving her as white as a Multek. Looking into the mirror Juletz held up for her, Beck saw that her red hair had been turned midnight blue. Other than her uniform, she was now indistinguishable from any other Multek.

“We can now go out without drawing too much attention,” Juletz said. His eyes fell on her commbadge. “Is there a way for you to hide that adornment to your clothing?”

Beck nodded, removed her commbadge, and reattached it to the tunic under her uniform jacket. At least Juletz either didn’t know what the commbadge did or saw no reason to take it away from her.

The elevator took Juletz and Beck down to the Frequoq’s private garage in a sub-basement of the Central Administration Building. Juletz led Beck to a small hovercar and opened up the passenger side door for her.

“Um..don’t you have some sort of official escorts or bodyguards or something?” Beck asked as Juletz climbed in on the driver’s side and started up the engine.

Juletz looked at her in confusion. “Why would I need such a thing in my own territory?”

“I just assumed…considering the size of your military…”

The car gently lifted up off of the garage floor and made its way toward the exit. “We have some problems with pirates and smugglers that require us to maintain a military force. Some Multeks in the outer colonies seem to think that Enclave trade regulations don’t apply to them. We’re generally able to keep things under control, though. Don’t let that spoil what you’re about to see.”

The hovercar gracefully slid out of the garage and into a line of traffic on the city streets. Overall, things looked normal enough to Beck. Multeks walked along, waving and smiling at each other as they shopped or went about their business. Beck then noticed a third lane of traffic, blocked off from the main two by a low wall. Here, oddly-designed hovercars rammed into each other repeatedly, bouncing harmlessly away from each other as the occupants laughed excitedly.

“Bumper taxis,” Juletz explained. “They add a little fun to the monotonous task of getting around.” He pointed out the window at something overhead. “Of course, there’s always the Quickie Travel Tram.” Beck watched as a small tram car careened along a wildly-twisting track above the city.

“This whole place is like one big amusement park,” Beck said in wonder.

“Not quite,” Juletz said. “But thank you. Now let me show you the real fun place.”



Morales’ tension level dropped just a little as he watched the scanner display from his passive sensor sweep. The Multek ships had packed up and gone home. Now he just had to wait for whatever help Waystation was sending.

He leaned back in his chair and sighed. Why the hell had he kissed Beck like that? She was going to kill him when she got back. He never should have let things get this far out of control. That’s why Starfleet had counselors. Of course, that would have meant going to see Counselor Miller. Maybe it wasn’t too late.

“Computer, do we have any online counseling programs?”

“The Wayward has been equipped with the beta test of the Psych-O-gram system.”

“Why don’t I like the sound of that?” Morales muttered.

“Unknown. Insufficient data to respond to your query.”

“Never mind. Activate the Psych-O-gram.”

“Program activated and running in sickbay.”

Morales programmed the ship to alert him to any incoming vessels and headed back to the Wayward’s tiny sickbay, which was little more than a room with two biobeds crammed into it. Seated on one of the beds was a fairly accurate representation of Counselor Claire Webber from the USS Secondprize.

“You look like you need a squnch!” the Webber hologram said upon seeing Morales enter the room. She leapt up and grabbed Morales in a bone-crunching bearhug.

“Urk…thanks,” Morales gasped. Webber released him, allowing Morales to collapse onto a biobed.

“Now what can I do for you today?”

“I need help. I think I just screwed up big time.”

“Just relax,” Webber said, patting his head lovingly. “Claire is here to make it all better.”

Morales actually smiled a little. This was so much better than the horror stories he’d heard about Counselor Miller. Besides, Morales had always liked Webber but had never been brave enough to go talk to her.

“I might be in love. Maybe just infatuated. I don’t know.”

“And who is the lucky lady?” Webber asked, taking a seat on the other bed.

“Commander Beck. She’s just so…incredible.”

“What makes you say that?”

“She can handle anything. Klingons, Romulans, Q, annoying marines. It doesn’t matter.”

“So you admire her strength.”

“Not just that. She’s smart, funny, beautiful. Like I said…incredible,” Morales said.

“And how does she feel about you?” Webber asked. A padd appeared in her hand, and she started taking notes. At least Morales thought she was taking notes. Either that or doodling bunnies. It was always hard to tell with Webber.

“I don’t know that she does feel anything about me. We don’t talk much. We have a strictly business relationship. I don’t think we’re even as close as most commanders and first officers. But then I kissed her.”

“You kissed her? That was a bit forward.”

“I know. I regretted it the second I did it…sort of.”

“It’s great that you were finally able to express your feelings, but I don’t think that was the best way to do it. Maybe just a hug.”

“I think that even would have been a bit much,” Morales said. “She’s not the huggy type.”

“Her loss,” Webber replied.

“It’s like she’s always in charge. I honestly can’t imagine her in a relationship. I know she’s had them, but I can’t see her ever being that…vulnerable.”

“Does she have to be vulnerable to be in a relationship?”

“I don’t know. I usually am. Too vulnerable. There’s only so much sensitivity a woman can stand.”

“Who says?”

“Marie, Janis, Erin, and almost every other woman I’ve dated,” Morales said. Actually, there weren’t that many more on the list. Rejection had made him more than a little gun shy, which made his sudden outburst with Beck even more surprising.

“Walter, the only thing you can do is tell her how you feel and accept what comes after that. She may surprise you. Maybe not. But you can’t run around stifling your emotions. You’ll explode.”

“Vulcans seem to make out okay.”

“Have you ever seen pon farr?” Webber asked.

“Oh yeah. Good point. Thank you, Counselor.” Morales stood up to leave.

“Any time. I’m always here.”

Morales turned to go, but stopped and faced Webber again. “Um…can I have another hug?”

“Sure.” Webber dove at Morales, crushing the officer again in her arms. Despite not being able to breathe, Morales had to admit that it was kind of comforting.

“Computer, end program,” Morales gasped. Webber vanished, allowing Morales to return to the cockpit of the Wayward.





CHAPTER NINETEEN



After a few hours of pushing the runabout to its limits, Lieutenant Porter brought the craft out of warp near Waystation. Captain Joros leaned forward in the seat beside him, gaping at the massive space station.

“This is astounding,” Joros said. “My people are years away from constructing anything of this magnitude.”

“Actually, this version of Waystation hasn’t been around all that long. You should have seen the old one. Cramped corridors. Ancient hardware. You picked the right year to drop by,” Porter replied as he steered the runabout toward a docking bay entrance.

“Cumberland to Waystation. Little pig, little pig, let me in.”

“Who the hell are you calling pig?” Dr. Nelson’s voice snapped on the other end of the commline.

“Old literary reference, Doc,” Porter said. “Sorry. I’m ready to dock, and I’ve brought company.”

“I’ll have the guest room made up, then,” Nelson replied. “You’re cleared to land. But then get your ass up here. I am NOT staying in command of this place one second more!”

“Aye, Doc. I’m on my way. Have Yeoman Jones meet us in the docking bay please.”

“She’ll be there. Nelson out.”

“Did you say that woman is a doctor?” Joros asked.

“Yeah. Why?”

“On our world, doctors are gentle healers. She sounds rather…hostile.”

“Bitter is a better word for it,” Porter said as he steered the Cumberland into Docking Bay Seven. He almost crashed the ship as he spotted a Romulan scout craft in the docking bay, but he quickly realized it must belong to someone attending the science conference. Alliance or no alliance, it was still a bit unsettling landing that close to a Romulan ship.

Yeoman Tina Jones was waiting, as ordered, in the docking bay when Porter and the D’Ceti disembarked from the runabout. Her eyes widened in alarm at the giant, squid-like creatures and one Multek emerging from the runabout. She quickly raced over to Porter, whispering in his ear.

“Um…Doctor Nelson didn’t say anything about them needing special accommodations. We have the swimming pools on Deck…”

“Regular quarters will be fine,” Porter said. “And don’t worry. They’re very nice.” Porter turned to face the gathered D’Ceti.

“Ladies and gentlemen…” That was assuming there were ladies and gentlemen in the group. Porter just wasn’t sure. “Welcome to Waystation. This charming young lady is Yeoman Tina Jones. She’ll be seeing to your every need during your stay here with us. Settle in, make yourselves comfortable, have a look around, and thank you for flying Porter Spaceways. It’s been a pleasure, but I’ve got to run.”

Porter turned back to Jones. “I need to get to ops before Nelson kills someone. Take it away.” Porter beat a hasty retreat as Jones faced the group of aliens.

“Um…well…who’s hungry?”

Twenty flagella raised in the air.

“Then I’ll take you to the food court.”

“Food court?” Joros asked. “What crime did the food commit?”

Jones smiled diplomatically, inwardly promising to kill Porter for this. “It’s simply a place with lots of different things to eat. Shall we?” Jones headed toward the door, leading her strange parade toward Starfleet Square Mall.



Lieutenant Russell and Colonel Lazlo glared at each other across the table, neither willing to look away, much less blink.

“There’s no chance in hell,” Lazlo said sternly.

“I saw it first,” Russell snapped.

“Like that matters to me.”

“Let go.”

Wuddle tried to intervene. “Gentlemen. You’re being…”

“SHUT UP!!!” Russell and Lazlo bellowed.

“I will eat your hand with it,” Russell said.

“Just try,” Lazlo retorted, tightening his grip on the small candy as Russell yanked Lazlo’s hand forward.

“You don’t even like Multek food.”

“Oh and you do?” Lazlo said.

“I think I have another bag here somewhere,” Wuddle said, searching through the yacht’s pantry for more Yelka-Yums as Russell and Lazlo continued their face-off.

Suddenly, the silence of the yacht was broken by the beeping of the proximity alarm.

“Oh thank the Quoqins,” Wuddle said, rushing back to the control console. “We’re there.”

“Hail the Wayward,” Russell said, turning his attention to Wuddle for a moment. Lazlo took the opportunity to snatch his hand and the Yelka-Yum away from Russell, then popped the candy into his mouth.

“Madre de DIOS!” Lazlo shouted, placing his hand over his mouth.

“Serves you right,” Russell muttered.

“No,” Lazlo said. “This is incredible! I’ve never tasted anything like it. It’s so…smooth and rich…but…WOW!”

“Bastard.”

“Your ship is responding,” Wuddle said as Russell stalked angrily past Lazlo to the control console. He took a seat in the co-pilots chair just as Morales’ image appeared on the monitor in front of him.

“Russell!” Morales exclaimed. “Fantastic. We’ve have to go rescue Commander Beck. Bring your ship to…what the hell are you in?”

“Um…it’s a long story,” Russell said.

Wuddle leaned over, putting his face in front of the camera and waving. “Hello!”

“AAAAAAAAAAHHHHHH!” Morales involuntarily screamed.

“It’s okay! He’s on our side.”

“I’m fine,” Morales said, his breathing slowly returning to normal. “This could be useful. Otherwise, I don’t know how we’re going to get onto the Multek homeworld.”

“I can get you there,” Wuddle said. “But we may need an escape plan afterwards. This yacht isn’t exactly mine.”

“You stole this?!?” Russell and Lazlo shouted.

“Well…”

“It doesn’t matter now,” Morales said. “As long as we can get onto the planet, we can use the runabout to leave.”

“You aren’t setting foot down there,” Lazlo said, stepping onto the flight deck. “You aren’t trained for this sort of thing, and we may need you for a distraction. Russell, Wuddle, and I will rescue Beck and retrieve the runabout. One hour after we reach the planet, you do a fly-by to distract their forces. If we aren’t ready to go by then, we probably won’t be leaving.”

“No disrespect intended, sir,” Russell said. “But I believe the colonel has a point. Besides, you are the best pilot here.”

Morales clenched his fists and let out another deep breath. They were right, but it meant more standing by doing nothing while Beck was in danger. “Fine. We’ll do it your way, Lazlo. But, so help me, you had better get her back!”

“When I say I’m going to rescue someone, consider them rescued,” Lazlo replied. “Remember, one hour after we land. No sooner! Lazlo out.” The colonel leaned forward and closed the comm line before Morales could protest then headed back to the rear of the yacht followed by Russell.

“You are trained for this sort of thing, aren’t you?” Lazlo asked as he checked over his rifle.

“I’ve been on rescue missions before,” Russell replied. “Don’t you worry about me.” Russell didn’t see any need to mention that the last time he went on a rescue mission was several years ago, and at the time, he and his team ended up running away from a horde of angry Joegonots. Why dredge up bad memories?



Commander Beck looked out at the Multek capital city stretched as far as she could see into the horizon as she and Juletz sat in a car on top of the giant (and they did mean GIANT) ferris wheel at the Multek Memorial Merryland. In the distance, the sun was slowly beginning to set. Beck felt a gentle breeze flow through her now-blue hair and sighed, leaning contentedly against the side of the car.

“You seem to be enjoying yourself,” Juletz observed.

“I honestly haven’t had this much fun in a while,” Beck replied. “At least not when I wasn’t being chased by people intent on killing me.”

“You lead a scary life.”

“It tends to alternate between scary and unbelievably dull. Just part of the job description. But this…this has been great.”

For the last several hours, Juletz and Beck had ridden every ride that the Multek Memorial Merryland had to offer. The place was larger than any amusement park she had ever seen, but what really amazed her was how the Multek populace reacted to Frequoq Juletz. They were respectful, of course, but otherwise, they treated him like a normal person. No throngs of people trying to touch him or talk to him. No autograph hounds or people begging to have their photo taken with him. The atmosphere was just so relaxed, but everyone, and she did mean everyone both here and out on the streets, seemed to be so happy and having a great time.

“I’m glad you’ve enjoyed yourself. Hopefully now you see why I can’t let knowledge of your Federation or any other aliens into the Enclave.”

Beck turned to face him. “Actually, I don’t. What are you afraid of? We don’t intend to harm you.”

“Whether you mean to or not, you will destroy the paradise we’ve built here. It has taken centuries…in fact, this park is a memorial to our struggle, but we have now created the ideal world for us. We have no war, no crime, no hunger, and best of all, no real work. Our people are free to choose an occupation, if they want one, but otherwise they can just enjoy the pleasures our planet has to offer.”

“But your military…” Beck began.

“All patriotic volunteers. A century ago, we were like you. We left Multos to explore the space around us…and we found nothing. Eventually, we stopped looking, coming to the conclusion that we were the only ones in the universe. Suddenly, we were able to focus our resources on improving our own lives instead of spending them on expensive exploratory craft that would only go farther out and find more nothing. With only ourselves to think about and tremendous technology at our command, we were able to create perfect lives for ourselves. Now, our greatest concern is our own happiness.”

“But without exploration, your society will stagnate.”

“How can you stagnate at perfection?” Juletz asked. “And where is there to progress beyond perfection? Our scientists still develop new ways to entertain us. That’s really all we ask.”

“But there is an entire galaxy out there to learn about. You can’t pretend it’s not there.”

“We have for years now,” Juletz said. “Our government has been aware of alien life for a long time…before we first encountered your Federation even…but we have protected our people from that knowledge. It cannot get out. But with your Federation surrounding us on all sides, we can’t just ignore you anymore.”

“I’m relieved to hear you say that,” Beck said.

“That’s why I have ordered our entire fleet to destroy your station.”

“That’s not exactly what I meant.”





CHAPTER TWENTY



Beck waited for Juletz to smile or give some other sign that he was joking as the Giant ferris wheel slowly rotated, moving Beck and Juletz to the bottom.

“I really didn’t want to have to do this,” he said finally. “Convincing our soldiers that they really just wiped out an illusion is going to take months.”

“There are other ways,” Beck said. “The Federation respects the decisions of other cultures regarding their interactions with us. If you don’t want to deal with us, you don’t have to.”

“We haven’t ever wanted to deal with you, yet here you are.”

“This was not my idea. Our ship was stolen. It won’t happen again.”

“Especially since you won’t have any ships around to steal once we get finished,” Juletz retorted. Their car reached the bottom, and Juletz stepped off of the ferris wheel, gesturing for Beck to do the same.

“Destroying my station won’t help. There’s an entire galaxy out there teeming with life. More will come. If not the Federation, other species who may be less interested in peaceful coexistence.”

“I think it’s time we were going,” Juletz said sternly, leading Beck back to the Executive Exit where his hovercar waited.

“So what about me?” Beck called after him. “Are you just going to kill me? What if I just start telling everyone I’m an alien?”

Juletz stopped and turned to face her. “You look like a perfectly normal Multek to me. And, believe me, that blue is not going to just wash out of your hair.”

The pair arrived back at Juletz’s vehicle, which Beck reluctantly entered figuring that this was neither the time nor the place to try anything against Juletz. She had a strong feeling that given a choice between helping their Frequoq or some raving mad woman, the average Multek would assist the Frequoq. Right now, she needed to get back to the runabout and get a warning back to Waystation…for all the good it would do. It’s not like they could just move out of the fleet’s way.

Juletz settled into the driver’s seat and sighed. “There. Hopefully, that’s the end of the unpleasantness.”

“You still haven’t said if you plan on killing me or not.”

“Of course not,” Juletz said shocked. “I’m not a murderer. I fully intend to welcome you to our world as one of us.”

“But I’m not one of you, and I will never be one of you.”

“A minor detail.” He flipped a switch on the far left of his control console. Suddenly, straps sprang out of Beck’s seat, wrapping up her arms, legs, and torso.

“Some welcome,” Beck gasped as the straps crushed her chest.

“You will be taken to a Recovery Ranch where these insane delusions that you are an alien will be removed. By the time you leave, you’ll be a happy, well-adjusted Multek.”

“Whether I want to be or not,” Beck muttered humorlessly as Juletz steered the hovercar out of the parking lot of Multek Memorial Merryland. She should have risked making a run for it at the amusement park. Now her escape options were almost completely cut off.

Juletz drove the car out beyond the city limits into the Multek countryside. Beck had to admit that it was lovely. The rolling hills of lush green grass reminded her of trips to Virginia to visit her grandparents when she was young. It was an odd thought to be having before facing the possibility of having her identity as Lisa Beck erased all together.

After almost an hour, the hovercar pulled up to a guarded security gate at the end of a long, tree-lined drive. Juletz pressed another button, causing his driver’s side window to blink out of existence briefly as he talked to the guard.

“Your Frequoqness! What an honor!” the guard exclaimed, snapping to attention.

“Thank you. I need to drop off this poor woman. She’s been a dear, loyal employee for years, but now she thinks she’s an alien. Tragic really.”

The guard leaned in, looking Beck up and down. “Don’t you worry, ma’am. You’ll get the best care anywhere here.” Beck turned away, choosing instead to stare out the passenger side window at a field. If she tried hard enough, she could almost see her grandparents’ house and the horses. She had to hold on to those memories. They were her defense.

Juletz looked into a retinal scanner to sign in, then the guard opened the gate, allowing the car to head into the compound.

“It won’t be long now, Commander,” Juletz said. “Look at it this way, soon you won’t be so worried about what happens to your station. Won’t that be a relief?” He looked at the tree-lined path ahead, noticing that several leaves and twigs, then branches were raining down from the natural canopy the trees formed overhead..

“Wow, the kequills must be active today,” Juletz commented. Suddenly, a small spacecraft crashed down through the branches, impacting the ground directly in front of the hovercar. Before Juletz could slam the vehicle into reverse, a tractor beam lanced out of the spaceship, latching onto the car.

Beck couldn’t help smiling as the ship’s hatch opened, revealing a heavily-armed Russell and Lazlo. The cavalry had arrived. Lazlo quickly shot open Juletz’s door and tossed the Frequoq roughly to the ground.

“I am the Frequoq of the Multek Enclave. You can’t do this to me!”

“Shut it, whitey,” Lazlo snapped.

Russell blasted the door latch on Beck’s side of the hovercar and threw the door open. “Come on, Commander. It’s time to…” He suddenly realized he was talking to a Multek woman. “Oh…sorry. We thought…”

“It’s me, Russell,” Beck said. “Cut me loose. It’s that switch…no, the other one…the red one…another three inches to the left…up a little. That one!”

Wuddle came running out of the yacht, his eyes wide with alarm. “Hurry up! They’re closing in on us!”

“What’s he doing here?” Beck asked as she scrambled out of the car.

“Helping us rescue you, Beck. Don’t complain. You’re lucky I decided to participate at all,” Lazlo said.

“I’m touched by your devotion to me,” Beck replied.

“You had nothing to do with it. I’m just here to kick some Multek ass.”

“Thank you, Colonel Cliche’.”

“Do you people always waste so much time of pointless banter?” Wuddle asked.

“Afraid so,” Beck said, looking around for an escape route. Her attention focused back on the hovercar. “Can you drive one of these?”

“Yes. Of course,” Wuddle said. “But that’s the Frequoq’s private car.”

“And he’ll be with us, so it’s okay. Just get us back to the Central Administration Building,” Beck said. “Put Juletz into the back, Lazlo. You get back there too, Sean…and try to stay down. Let’s move!”

The four people jumped back into the car…well, Juletz was pushed, but he still got in, while Wuddle raced into the yacht and deactivated the tractor beam. He ran back out of the ship, leapt into the driver’s seat, and slammed the vehicle into a sharp U-turn. Moments later, the yacht exploded in a huge fireball that tossed everyone against their seats.

“With any luck, they’ll think we crashed,” Wuddle said.

“They wouldn’t be far off,” Lazlo said.

The car raced back towards the gate, where the guard was frantically calling for help after seeing the explosion. Beck deactivated her window and leaned out.

“I’m feeling much better now. Thanks for your help.”

“Uh…okay. Have a nice day,” the guard said distractedly, opening the gate for them. He was far too concerned about the explosion to notice that Juletz wasn’t driving.

“Okay, now where’s Morales?” Beck asked once the hovercar was back on the open road.

“He’ll be by in just under an hour,” Russell said. “He’s our distraction.”

“So we need to be back on the runabout by then. Great. This is going to be close.”

“It wouldn’t be a challenge, otherwise,” Lazlo said. “We’ll get to that runabout about…even if I have to blast every single Multek between here and there. I have no intention of spending the rest of my life on this dirtball.”

“It is kind of nice, actually,” Russell said, looking out the window.

“Traitor.”

“Can it,” Beck said.

“You’ll never make it off the planet,” Juletz said. “Even with most of our ships headed toward your station, we still have enough here to easily destroy you.”

“The station!” Russell exclaimed.

“Yeah. That’s the good news,” Beck said. “But we can’t do a damn thing about it until we get out of here.”



Morales checked the chronometer on his console again. Time seemed to have stopped. There’s no way only four more seconds could have passed. He rubbed his hands together anxiously and started rocking back and forth in his chair. Just a few more minutes. Lazlo and Russell had better have found Beck. Why the hell was time going so slowly?!?



Wuddle turned the corner into the Central Administration Building doing about ninety, slamming the hovercar occupants against the right side of the car. He put the car into another tight turn, sliding to a stop right by Juletz’s private express elevator.

“I always wanted to do that,” Wuddle said as he and the others exited the car. “Just like Boduk and Lukduk. I just loved the Duks of Multos!”

“Duks of Multos?” Beck said, glaring at Juletz.

“We’ve been receiving signals of Earth entertainment for years,” Juletz said. “The government intercepts the signals, then sends show ideas to the networks. We’ve been very pleased with the results…but that still doesn’t mean we’re going to have any dealings with you! All of you are still dead!”

“I could find something to gag him with,” Lazlo said.

“Forget it,” Beck said, entering the elevator with the others. “I’m satisfied with simple kidnapping.” She pressed the button, sending the elevator rocketing up to Juletz’s office.

“But the docking bay is on the top level,” Wuddle said confused.

“I need to make a quick stop,” Beck said.

“You Starfleet people are so weak,” Lazlo said. “Can’t you hold it until we escape?”

“Watch it, Lazlo! Or you’re staying here.”

The elevator slowed to a halt. Beck ducked out into the office, threw open Juletz’s desk, and retrieved her phaser, tricorder, as well as the devices Juletz had used to change her appearance. Moments later, the group spilled out into the docking bay and ran straight for the runabout.

“You aren’t taking me with you!” Juletz protested in alarm.

“He’s right. His absence will be noticed,” Wuddle said. “Besides, someone needs to stay behind to open the docking bay. I will handle things here.”

“But I thought you were coming to live in the Federation,” Russell said.

“I think I can help everyone more if I stay on Multos. Make sure that Hypple is taken care of,” Wuddle said, pulling a pistol on Juletz and dragging him toward the small, docking bay control room.

“I can’t thank you enough for your help,” Beck said. “Good luck.”

“And to you,” Wuddle said. “You’ll need it more than I will.”

Beck, Russell, and Lazlo headed into the runabout and closed the hatch.

“That coward just doesn’t want to get killed,” Lazlo grumbled as he took a seat at the pilot’s console and warmed up the engines.

“Good attitude there, Colonel,” Beck replied, taking the chair beside him and activating the sensors as the docking bay door slowly opened in front of them. “How long until Morales arrives?”

“Anytime now.”



The Wayward streaked into the Multos system at warp nine and quickly decelerated to impulse. Glancing down at the tactical display, Morales saw three Multek ships, all of which were now heading toward his position.

“Time to go,” he said to no one in particular as he slammed the ship into a hard starboard turn and leapt back into warp.



“There he goes,” Beck said, watching the sensor display on her console. “The Multek ships are pursuing.”

“And I’m not sticking around to see how that particular show turns out,” Lazlo replied, activating the thrusters. The Runabout Roanoke shot out of the Central Administration Building, rocketing skyward.

“Home free!” Russell exclaimed as the runabout passed by the last wisps of Multos’ atmosphere and sped into space.

“Except for the large fleet headed to Waystation,” Beck said.

“Well, there is that.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



Lieutenant Porter looked once again down the padd Nelson had handed him upon his arrival in ops. “Okay, the conventioneers are happy. The EPS problem has been taken care of. And Ih’mad’s not going to sue. That takes care of your ‘Things to Do’ list.”

“Took you long enough,” Nelson grumbled from the seat she’d commandeered at the tactical console.

“Hey. At least you didn’t have to do any of it,” Porter replied.

“Um…what’s this flashing mean?” Nelson said as she looked down at the console.

“You didn’t just fire a torpedo, did you? I told you not to put your feet up on that console,” Porter said, moving over to check the flashing. “We’re being hailed.”

“Torpedo, my ass.”

“You’ll need to find a proctologist for that one, Doc,” Porter said, activating the comm line, then headed down to the open area in front of the viewscreen. “This is Waystation. Home of Two For One Tuesdays. Can I help you?”

Commander Beck’s face appeared on the viewscreen, eliciting an instant smile from Porter. “Commander! You’re all right!” he said happily.

“Fine,” Beck replied. “Just finished de-Multeking myself. And what’s this two for one crap? Bradley Dillon didn’t buy the station while I was gone, did he?”

“No such luck. Is everything okay on your end?”

“So far, so good, but we’re waiting for Morales to catch up. But you’ve got bigger problems to deal with. A Multek fleet is headed your way.”

“Our way! What did we do?” Porter said.

“We exist. That’s the problem.”

“Do you want me to start an evacuation?”

“That would take care of the people, but the station will still be there, which will mean some Multeks will start believing we are real.”

“I thought that was a good thing,” Porter replied.

“I used to think so, too, Craig. But the Multeks have created a veritable utopia, and I am not going to be the one to destroy that.” Beck was silent for a moment, clearly lost in thought. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this. Evacuate the station. Once everyone’s clear, activate the self-destruct. We’ll all rendezvous at Starbase 219.”

“Are you insane?” Porter heard Lazlo shout from beside her. “I won’t let you…”

“It’s not your decision, Colonel!” Beck shouted, glaring daggers at Lazlo. It was enough to make Lazlo jump backwards. Beck was obviously in no mood to discuss this.

“With all due respect, Commander,” Porter said. “There’s got to be another way.”

“Listen to me, Craig. When that fleet arrives, Waystation will not be there. Am I clear?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Porter replied.

“Good. Roanoke out.” The comm channel closed, leaving Porter staring silently at a starfield on the viewscreen.

“Dammit! I just finished unpacking,” Nelson grumbled. Silence. “Porter. Craig? Where’s the snappy comeback?”

“Give me a minute, Doc,” Porter said.

“We don’t have a minute. There are over 2,000 people on this station! We need to start clearing out now!”

A smile slowly spread across Porter’s face.

“What’s so damn funny now?” Nelson demanded,

“Lock down the station, Doctor. And get everyone to the central parts of the saucers,” Porter said, heading toward the turbolift.

“What the hell are you up to? You can’t just disobey a direct order. Especially not in these circumstances.”

“Don’t worry, Doc. This station won’t be here when the Multeks show up. You have my word on it.”

Porter stepped into the turbolift, leaving ops.

“Is that supposed to make me feel confident?” Nelson muttered.



Morales kept a close eye on the Wayward’s shields as the atmosphere of the gas giant he’d flown the ship into pressed against them on all sides. So far, his Multek pursuers did not seem to have figured out why he’d suddenly disappeared. After a few more seconds, he saw their blips on the tactical console turn around and head back toward Multos.

He gently eased the Wayward up through the gas giant’s troposphere, making sure not to completely leave the planet until the Multek ships were out of sensor range.

With the scanners clear, Morales was free to catch up with the Roanoke…and Beck. He’d been so worried about her safety that he hadn’t really thought much about having to face her again. Maybe she’d just forget it ever happened. He seriously doubted he’d be that lucky, though.



The mood on the Roanoke was understandably somber after Beck announced her decision to destroy the station. Bored with the silence, Russell stood up and headed to the rear of the cockpit to stretch. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a short message flashing on the transporter console: “Touch me.”

Russell stared at it for a moment. Was the console feeling lonely? Horny? What in the world?

He glanced back up toward Beck and Lazlo, both of whom were engrossed in their particular jobs at the moment.

With a shrug, Russell reached out and touched the console. Suddenly, a transporter beam cascaded down behind him, quickly forming itself into Jaroch. Before Russell could even say hi, Jaroch leapt forward with a battle cry, grabbing Russell by the throat and knocking him to the floor.

Lazlo and Beck were out of their seats in a flash, but before they could grab Jaroch, the Yynsian realized who’s neck he was throttling. He quickly let go and jumped to his feet.

“My apologies, Lieutenant,” Jaroch said. “I was expecting someone else.”

“Jaroch!” Beck exclaimed. “I’d completely forgotten about you!”

“How flattering,” Jaroch replied. “Alex Rydell and Travis Dillon have been killed by the Multeks. We must take action to save the timestream.”

“Later, Jaroch,” Beck said. “We’ve got bigger problems.”

“Bigger than the possible destruction of history as we know it?”

“History seems fine at the moment, which is more than I can say for Waystation. Alex and Travis will just have to stay dead for a while longer,” Beck said as she returned to her seat.

“If you want to pass the time, I think we have a deck of cards in the back,” Russell offered. Jaroch just looked at him for a moment, then took a seat at the ship’s science console.

“Something’s coming up behind us fast,” Beck said as Lazlo returned to the pilot’s chair. “Looks like the Wayward. Why the hell is he hailing us audio only?”

“Maybe the Multek’s blasted his comm system,” Russell said, taking the only open chair.

“Wayward to Roanoke,” Morales said. “We’re clear of pursuers. Did everything go all right on your end?”

“Just fine, Morales,” Beck replied. She looked over the scans of the Wayward as she spoke. No. The ship hadn’t been touched. So why the audio? Suddenly, Beck realized what was going on. She absently touched her lips and smiled. Morales was scared to see her. “Russell will fill you in on the situation.”

“I will?” Russell asked.

“Yes,” Beck replied, standing up and heading toward the rear compartment. She was going to have to figure out how to deal with that kiss. That wasn’t something they’d ever covered in command classes at the Academy. Awkward Situations 101.

Well, it would just have to wait for a while longer. Russell could handle Morales for the moment. Beck picked up a padd, sat down on a sofa in the rear compartment, and tried to relax, which was no easy task considering she knew that at that very moment people were scrambling to get off of Waystation before Porter blew it to smithereens.



At that moment, Porter was nowhere near blowing anything to smithereens. Instead, he was forcing his way into the Federation Science Conference. After a moment of looking around the meeting room, he spotted his quarry. Before he could move toward them, a hand clamped on his shoulder and spun him around. It was Bradley Dillon, looking at bit like someone had hit him with a freighter.

“I have finally gotten this conference back on track, Lieutenant,” Bradley whispered forcefully. “I do not want any further interruptions.”

“We’re about to be interrupted by a Multek fleet unless you let me talk to those two,” Porter retorted, pointing into the crowd.

“Which two?” Bradley said, suddenly very interested in helping Porter. He’d just finished construction on the Dillon Enterprises offices, the Starfleet Suites Hotel, Dillon’s Restaurant, and the new, improved Dillon’s Supply Depot. The last thing he needed was some Multeks to come blast it all to debris.

“Those two!”

“The Romulans?” Bradley asked.

“Damn straight! Let’s bag ’em!”





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



Frequoq Juletz glared across his desk at Wuddle as the admiral casually held a blaster aimed at the Multek leader. They’d gotten most of the “You’ll never get away with this”/“I already have” banter out of the way leaving them with little to do but wait.

A soft knock on the door broke the silence, then Faddle ducked his head in. “Your Frequoqness…Oh! Admiral Wuddle! I had no idea you were here. Pardon my intrusion.”

“That’s all right, Faddle,” Wuddle said warmly as he casually lowered the blaster into his lap. “We were just having a meeting.”

“But we could perhaps use the opinions of a few more military officers,” Juletz said.

“But, Your Frequoqness,” Faddle replied. “Admiral Wuddle is your military advisor. He’s all you need. I’ll leave you to your meeting.” Faddle quickly retreated back to his office, leaving Wuddle and Juletz alone again.

“I always liked him,” Wuddle said smiling.

“How long do you intend to keep me here?”

“Only until the fleet returns. One way or another, Commander Beck will be gone by then. Now tell me, how long were you planning on keeping the Federation’s existence from our people?”

“Forever, you moron! Do you want the Enclave to be destroyed?”

“Of course not, but maybe we can change,” Wuddle said.

“Forget it. Once the fleet returns with news that the Federation outpost has been obliterated, you’re off to a Recovery Ranch. After that, you won’t care what happens to the Enclave.”

Wuddle smiled again. “Then I guess I have to enjoy this moment while I can.”



Lieutenant Porter was pretty sure that Subcommander Ondek was moments away from a stroke as he watched Porter and Dr. Sitrus ransack his poor scoutship. The Romulan officer’s forehead veins were throbbing noticeably.

“This…this is…I don’t know what this is!” Ondek gasped. “But we shouldn’t be doing it!”

“Do you want to die here?” Dr. Sitrus snapped. “We have no choice.”

“We could just leave and save ourselves,” Ondek replied.

“How noble of you,” Porter replied. “Okay. It’s free!” Porter slapped a couple of anti-grav units onto the scoutship’s cloaking device and, with Sitrus’ help, guided the device out of the ship’s small engineering area.

“But if the Senate should hear about this,” Ondek continued, rubbing his eartips nervously.

“I promise not to tell them,” Sitrus said. “Now quit whining and give us a hand.”

“If it’s any consolation,” Porter said as he passed by Ondek. “I promise I won’t tell them either.”



Meanwhile, the Multek attack fleet, numbering close to eighty ships, continued on its course for Waystation.

Captain Supple, who’d been placed in charge of the operation, had found it difficult to hide her uneasiness about this assignment from her crew and the other ship commanders. They were to destroy an imaginary station? Just how did that work? Should they pretend to fire weapons? At least they’d been given exact coordinates, otherwise they’d never know when they got there.

But orders were orders, and she was loyal to the Frequoq. Of course, she would have preferred to get these orders through proper channels…namely Admiral Wuddle.

Pushing the bureaucratic aspects of the mission from her mind, Captain Supple turned her attention to her science officer. “Anything on sensors?”

“Nothing yet, Captain, but we have yet to arrive at Edgeworld.”

“All right. Keep me posted.” She snickered softly. “And let me know if you pretend to see anything coming at us.”

The science officer laughed. “Definitely.”

What a ridiculous assignment. Imaginary aliens. Sheesh!



“Ops to Porter!” Dr. Nelson’s voice barked over the comm system on the upper saucer engineering deck.

“I’m a little busy, Doc,” Porter shouted back as he struggled to maneuver an isolinear conduit into the interface module connecting the cloaking device to the Waystation power grid. “Krause! Get me that spanner!”

“Here’s some inspiration to get busier then. We’ve got a seventy-eight sensor contacts right at the edge of our range. Somehow I don’t think it’s the annual jeredi migration.”

“Understood,” Porter said. “We’re almost ready.” He looked over at Sitrus, who was also frantically making connections from the cloak into the interface module. “We are about ready, right?”

“As much as possible. You do realize this was only designed to work on a small scoutship.”

“Yeah, but thankfully you Romulans are into overengineering your cloaks,” Porter replied as Krause slapped a snapper into his hand. “It’ll hold.” He quickly made a few adjustments, then the entire assembly sprang to life.

“Doc, if we’re right, here comes nothing!” Porter scrambled out from behind the cloak and hit the activation control he’d rigged on the main engineering status board. Behind him, the upper saucer reactor core began to pulse more and more rapidly as the cloak drew power. Lights all over the station dimmed.

“Is it working?” Nelson asked.

“I hope so,” Porter replied. “But I’m not about to go outside and check. We locked down?”

“Yep. Everything’s shut down except for sensors and life support, and everyone’s been crowded into the multiplex. I think Bradley Dillon’s going from theater to theater doing his opera highlights revue.”

“Lucky them. I barely survived it last Christmas.”



The Multek fleet dropped out of warp just beyond Edgeworld and proceeded on impulse power toward the coordinates provided by Frequoq Juletz. As Captain Supple expected, the area was completely empty.

“So, what do we do now, Captain?” her helm officer asked.

“Well…” She thought for a moment. “Supple to fleet.”

The captains of the various ships all responded, announcing their readiness for the next phase of the mission. Supple briefly outlined her attack strategy and watched impatiently as the other vessels maneuvered into position. Finally, they were ready to destroy…nothing.

“Okay, everyone, on my mark. One…two…three…”

“BANG!!!” Every person on every ship shouted in unison.

“Okay. They’re destroyed. Let’s go home,” Supple said. No sense wasting resources on a patch of empty space.

Quickly moving back into formation, the Multek fleet leapt into warp and headed for Multos.



Commander Beck paced the cockpit nervously as the Roanoke closed in on Waystation. They and the Wayward had been forced to detour several parsecs out of their way in order to avoid the Multek fleet, which was rapidly heading back toward the Multek homeworld. Faced with the choice of whether to try to zip through the fleet or just get out of their sensor range and go around, Beck had opted for the cautious approach.

But the time this had added to their trip was now driving her crazy. Had Porter managed to get everyone away? Had he foolishly tried to mount some sort of last stand? Prime Directive or no, the Multeks would be sorry if any of her crew had been injured by Juletz’s hardheadedness.

Although, Beck couldn’t help but see his point. In many ways, Multos was a veritable paradise. Who was she to decide how they dealt with other beings in the cosmos? If the Multeks wanted to be left alone, they had every right to be left alone. But that did not give them the right to attack her station.

“We’re closing in,” Lazlo said. Beck dashed forward and practically threw herself into the co-pilot’s chair as she started checking the sensors.

“Damn it!” she shouted. “It’s gone. No escape pods. Not even any debris! Craig, you had better have saved everyone.”

“I had no idea the Multeks could be this destructive,” Lazlo said, a hint of admiration in his voice.

“Some of your people could be dead, you know!” Beck snapped, turning on Lazlo.

“They knew the risks,” Lazlo replied.

“Um…” Russell stammered, staring out the viewport.

“Risks! This was simply obliteration. If they stayed, they didn’t have a chance.”

“And are we just supposed to turn away from a fight because it’s unwinnable?”

“Um…” Russell continued.

“You have to pick your battles.”

“Tell that to Custer,” Lazlo said.

“Yeah. Somebody should have,” Beck said.

“Bad example.”

“Turn!” Russell screamed suddenly.

Beck and Lazlo snapped their heads around to see what Russell was screaming about. Right in front of them, Waystation was fading into existence.

“All right, Porter!” Beck exclaimed.

“Waystation to Roanoke. Welcome back,” Porter’s voice said over the comm system. “We’ve got a lovely docking bay prepared for your arrival.

Minutes later, the hatches of the Wayward and Roanoke opened, allowing the passengers to disembark into the docking bay where Lieutenant Porter was waiting.

“That was one hell of an entrance, Craig,” Beck replied as she approached Porter.

Porter smiled. “I like to make an impression. Oh, sorry about the disobeying orders and stuff, but I thought you might like to keep the station in one piece instead.”

“I’ll save the court-martial for another time. What about the Multeks?”

“There’s nothing on the scanners. I think they bought it.”

“Lucky us,” Lieutenant Commander Morales said. He still hadn’t made eye contact with Beck. Actually, he looked like he was almost nauseous.

“Morales, why don’t you go take over in ops?” Beck said, giving Morales the retreat he so desperately seemed to want. Morales nodded and was gone in a flash.

She turned her attention back to Porter. “Anything else I need to know?”

“We’ve got 20 representatives of a new species aboard and one Multek seeking asylum. Other than that, I think everything’s perfect.”

Jaroch stepped forward grimly. “Except for the small matter of repairing the timeline before we cease to exist!”

“Well, there’s a mood buster,” Porter muttered.



After what seemed like an eternity of waiting, Juletz and Wuddle finally heard another soft knock on the door. Faddle once again stepped into the office.

“I am so sorry to disturb you both, since you seem to be in such a serious meeting,” Faddle said. “But the fleet is in orbit, and Captain Supple is on the comm.”

“Put her on!” Juletz said, jumping to his feet. “It’s all over now, Wuddle.”

“I know,” Wuddle said. He had prepared himself for this moment. With the fleet back, it was only a matter of time until he was sent to a Recovery Ranch. But now that they’d destroyed a Federation space station, there were perhaps others who now believed the truth. His work would continue without him.

The monitor mounted in the office’s front wall sparkled to life, revealing the image of Captain Supple.

“Report, Captain,” Juletz said, gruffly. He had no desire for pleasantries at the moment.

“As ordered, we proceeded to the provided coordinates and pretended to destroy the outpost.”

“Excellent!” Juletz said.

“But, Your Frequoqness, if I may ask, what was the purpose of sending us to a patch of empty space to imagine a non-existent enemy?”

“Empty space? You were able to imagine the space station, correct?” Juletz asked.

“We were supposed to imagine a space station?” Supple replied confused. Wuddle perked up. They hadn’t seen anything. Somehow, Commander Beck had pulled off a miracle.

“Yes!” Juletz said. “There was a space station there. It’s gigantic. With two saucer-like parts and…did you destroy the alien outpost or not?”

“We went to the area of empty space…”

“Was it really empty? Or did you SEE the station?”

“Honestly, Your Frequoq, we didn’t see anything.”

“That’s impossible!” Juletz shouted. “It’s a real station!”

Faddle glanced at Wuddle, his face full of concern. Wuddle just shrugged his shoulders.

Supple looked equally confused. “Real, Your Frequoqness? But Multeks are the only…”

“No we aren’t! That was the point of this. We have to destroy the others before the people find out!”

“Should I call someone?” Faddle whispered to Wuddle.

“I’m afraid so. I believe the Frequoq has been working himself too hard,” Wuddle replied, shaking his head sadly. Faddle quickly exited the room.

“Fools!” Juletz screamed, pounding his fists on the viewscreen. “They tricked you. The Federations tricked you! They’re still out there!”

“Um…how can imaginary beings trick us?” Supple asked.

“You’re absolutely hopeless,” Juletz said, sinking to the floor.

“But Multeks are the only beings in the universe, Your Frequoqness,” Wuddle said, leaning down over Juletz. “That’s what ALL true Multeks believe. Why should Captain Supple be any different?” He looked back at the screen. “Good work, Captain. Dock your ships and stand down.” Wuddle closed the comm channel just as Faddle returned with two guards.

“They’re still out there, Wuddle,” Juletz said. “You know it. You knew they’d do this all along. You traitor! Seize him!”

The guards looked to Faddle for guidance. “You need help, Your Frequoqness,” Faddle said sadly. “We’re going to get you that help.” He nodded his head, and the guards grabbed Juletz’s arms firmly.

“No! You idiots! Get Wuddle!” The guards dragged Juletz to the door. “I said Wuddle. Wuddle! He’s working with the aliens! LISTEN TO ME!!!!”

Faddle closed the office door, muffling Juletz’s screams of protest. “He was a great man,” Faddle said.

“Definitely.”

“Now where am I supposed to find another Frequoq? Juletz was the only one who wanted the responsibility!”

Wuddle was silent for a moment. “Well…I’ll do it.”

“You will!” Faddle exclaimed, grabbing Wuddle by the shoulders. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you! The entire Multek Enclave is in your debt. I’ll get a press release out right away, Your Frequoqness.” Faddle raced out of the office to get to work, leaving Wuddle alone.

Wuddle looked around a bit, letting the idea that this was now all his sink in, then he sat down at Juletz’s desk, spinning the chair around so he could stare out the window as the sun began to set over the capital city. It really was a beautiful place.

And maybe one day, with his help, the Multeks would be ready to see the other beautiful places the races of the galaxy had to offer.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



“Station log. Stardate 52772.4. After our safe return to Waystation and a little fly-by diplomacy with the D’Ceti, consisting solely of a quick ‘Hi. Nice to see you. Let’s do lunch…later,’ we are focusing our energies on repairing the timeline. Although, I have to admit that I’m tempted to let history unravel just to get Jaroch off my back. If he says one more thing about ‘disastrous consequences,’ I’m going to hurt him. In any case, to solve the small problem of Alex and Travis’s deaths, we’re heading back to what caused all the trouble in the first place.”



“What do you mean it’s still broken?” Beck demanded as she gaped at the pile of debris that once was Dr. Azar’s time pod.

Bradley Dillon, the target of her fury, shifted a little bit uncomfortably. “I’m very sorry, Commander, but Dr. Azar said he’d be back in two weeks. It hasn’t even been two days.”

“He’s got a point,” Lieutenant Porter said as he examined the rubble.

“Can you fix it?” Beck asked.

Porter laughed. “Not a chance. I don’t even know what most of this stuff is.”

“And you’re supposed to be a science officer,” Beck replied, smiling weakly. So much for that plan. Now what were they…

“Wait a second!” Beck exclaimed. “If we wait until Azar gets back and fixes the pod, we can order him to use the pod to take us up to that point in time, so we can then use the pod to go back, save Alex and Travis, and fix the timeline. Everyone remember to come get us when Azar fixes the pod.”

“Got it,” Porter said.

They waited for a few moments.

“Is something supposed to be happening?” Bradley asked.

“That was the theory anyway,” Porter replied.

Beck waited a couple more moments, growing more impatient by the second. “All right,” she said finally. “Time for Plan B.”

Porter just stared at her. “We have a Plan B?”



“Station log. Stardate 52780.2 After listening to our reports, Starfleet Command, acting in accordance with Federation policy which frowns on being wiped out of existence by a temporal screw-up, has granted us permission to try and head off this disaster at the source. I just hope the Wayward is as good of a ship as Morales says it is.”



The Wayward finished its trajectory around the sun and slipped out of warp as it approached Earth. After shaking off the usual temporal displacement effects of the slingshot maneuver, Commander Jaroch set to work checking the sensors from the small science console in the Wayward’s cramped cockpit.

“By my calculations, we have arrived at December 6, 1995,” Jaroch reported.

“And you’re sure that’s the date Azar pulled Alex and Travis from?” Beck asked from the co-pilot’s seat beside Morales, who was flying the Wayward and making effort to avoid eye-contact with Beck.

“Of course,” Jaroch replied. “I have relayed the exact coordinates of their time-napping to the transporter room.”

“Time-napping? Is that a joke?” Beck asked.

“I am just trying to coin a phrase.”

“Fine by me. Beck to Porter. You should have the coordinates.”

“Got them,” Porter’s voice replied over the comm system from the transporter room. “Sean and I are ready to go.”

“Have a safe trip.”

Moments later, Porter and Russell materialized behind a large hedge running next to a walkway on the campus of Old Dominion University in Norfolk, Virginia. Porter immediately pulled out his tricorder and started scanning.

“I think they’re coming. I’ve got two life-signs headed this way. You all set?”

“To do nothing?” Russell replied, pulling out his own tricorder. “Sure. I can handle that.”

“It’s not nothing. I have to handle the chronometric scans, so you have to get the rest of the event. If we don’t know exactly the point when Alex and Travis get grabbed by the time pod, we can’t exactly replace them, now can we?”

“Um…right.”

“Shut up and duck,” Porter said, pulling Russell down behind the hedge just as Alex and Travis rounded the corner of a building and came into view in the middle of a conversation.

“…look ridiculous,” Alex was saying.

“They’re nice tuxes. I promise,” Travis replied.

“But velvet?”

“Trust me.”

“I should have read the fine print before I agreed to be the Best Man. You realize I am going to be forced to retaliate at the bachelor…”

And then they were gone. Vanished in a quick flash of blinding energy.

“Got it!” Porter said, slapping his tricorder shut.

“Ditto,” Russell said, following suit then slapping his commbadge. “Russell to Wayward. Phase One complete. Energize.”

“Acknowledged,” Beck’s voice replied. “Time for round two.”



FIVE MINUTES EARLIER…



The Wayward streaked around the sun then fell out of warp as it approached Earth and pulled up alongside another Wayward that was already there.

(TEMPORAL NOTE: This is going to get messy, so for the sanity of all concerned, the Wayward that was first at Earth and its crew will be #1 while the newly arrived Wayward will be #2. Just in case, though, have some aspirin standing by.)

“I’m opening a channel,” Commander Beck #2 said. “No sense scaring ourselves.”

“But aren’t we expecting us?” Morales #2 asked.

“We should be. This was a part of the plan,” Jaroch #2 replied.

The image of Commander Beck #1 appeared on the monitor. “This is Commander Beck.”

“That makes two of us,” Beck #2 replied. “Don’t mind us. We’re just moving on to Phase Two.”

“Go right ahead. Nice to see this is going to work. Beck out.” Beck #1 then closed the channel.

“Beck to Porter. You guys are clear to head down,” Beck #2 said.

In the Wayward #2’s transporter room, Porter #2 and Russell #2 double checked their isolinear tag launchers, then holstered the pistol-like devices.

“You sure you can do this in one shot?” Russell #2 asked.

“Yeah yeah,” Porter #2 replied. “This is going to be strange.”

“What?”

“Seeing ourselves from a few minutes ago.”

“I don’t remember seeing us, though.”

“We didn’t. We hadn’t gone back in time yet, so it hadn’t happened.”

“Wait. If it’s all happening at the same time, though, shouldn’t we then have run into us now then?”

“No. Because us then isn’t the same us then that we’re about to see now. By beaming down now into then we’re creating a slightly different divergent timeline in which us then and us now both exist in the same space because us now from the first timeline went back in time again to see us then. See?”

“Not a chance in hell.”

Porter #2 decided not to try to explain it again instead opting for another conversational topic. “You know, I read somewhere once that if you touch a version of yourself from another point in time, it’s like matter hitting antimatter. Boom!”

“Wow! Really?” Russell #2 asked.

“I don’t know. I’m sure not going to be the one to find out.”

Moments later, Porter #2 and Russell #2 beamed down behind Porter #1 and Russell #1.

“I guess we got the measurements,” Porter #1 said facing his double.

“Yep. No problem,” Porter #2 replied.

“So are we supposed to do anything this time? Because if you two are going to tag and beam up Alex and Travis, they won’t be here for us to take measurements of.”

“Yeah. You have to take the same measurements of them after we finish Phase 2,” Porter #2 replied. Porter #1 and Russell #1 turned their attention back to the walkway as Porter #2 pulled out his tagger. He looked up just as Russell #2 was reaching his hand toward Russell #1’s shoulder. Porter #2 tried to dive for him, but it was two late. Russell #2’s hand hit Russell #1’s shoulder, instantly obliterating both of them with a soft “pop.”

“Damn him!” Porter #2 snapped, slapping his commbadge as Porter #1 stared in stupefied shock. “Porter to Wayward. Emergency beam out.”

“Why did he do something that stupid?” Porter #1 asked.

“It’s Sean,” Porter #2 replied just as he was grabbed by a transporter beam.

“That’s true,” Porter #1 sighed.



FIVE MINUTES EARLIER…



The Wayward rocketed away from the sun, dropping out of warp and approaching the two other Wayward’s orbiting Earth.

“This cannot be a good sign,” Commander Beck #2 muttered as she watched the newcomer on the viewscreen.

“Most likely not,” Jaroch #2 replied.

“Well, let’s see what they have to say,” Beck #2 said, noticing the incoming hail light flashing on her console. The image of yet another her appeared on the monitor.

“Don’t mind us,” Beck #3 said. “We just have one small mess to clean up.”

Seconds later, Porter #3 materialized behind Russell #2 and smacked his arm down just before he touched Russell #1. “Don’t do that!” Porter #3 shouted. Russell #2 shrugged sheepishly and started fiddling with his isolinear tagger. Porter #3 quickly called for beam out and vanished in a flurry of molecules.

Back on the Wayward #2, Beck #2 watched Beck #3 talk briefly with Porter #3, who had just entered the Wayward #3’s cockpit. “Okay,” Beck #3 said, turning her attention back to Beck #2. “All fixed. We should be disappearing from the time stream any second now…”

Right on cue, the Wayward #3 faded out of the universe, part of a timeline that no longer would occur.

“Remind me again,” Beck #2 said. “Is that going to happen to us?”

“No,” Jaroch #2 replied simply.

Back on Earth, Porter #1 and Russell #1 sat with their tricorders at the ready as Porter #2 and Russell #2 pointed their isolinear taggers at the walkway.

“Here they come,” Porter #1 said.

Alex and Travis rounded the corner of a building, engrossed in conversation.

“…look ridiculous,” Alex was saying.

“They’re nice tuxes. I promise,” Travis replied. Porter #2 and Russell #2 fired, sending isolinear tags slamming into Alex and Travis’s backs. In an instant, they dematerialized in a transporter beam only to be returned a second later.

“Did you feel something?” Travis asked confused.

“I think so,” Alex replied. “Probably just hunger. Let’s go.”

The pair took a couple more steps forward, then vanished in a quick flash of blinding energy.

“Got it!” Porter #1 said, slapping his tricorder shut.

“Ditto,” Russell #1 said, following suit then slapping his commbadge. “Russell to Wayward. Phase One complete. Energize.”

“Acknowledged,” Beck’s voice replied. “Time for round two.”

“Have fun being us,” Porter #2 said just as Porter #1 and Russell #1 dematerialized.

“Beck to Porter. We have Alex and Travis’s patterns in the buffer. Are we clear?”

Porter #2 took a quick look around. No one was in sight.

“All clear. Send them down.” Almost immediately, the forms of Alex and Travis, recreated from the patterns stored in the transporter buffer, materialized on the walkway at the exact spot where the originals disappeared.

“Did you feel something?” the transporter duplicate Travis asked.

“I think so,” Alex replied. “Probably just hunger. Let’s go.” And the pair continued on their way blissfully ignorant of the fact that they were duplicates or that their original selves were now on their way to the future where they would be unceremoniously killed by a platoon of Multeks. Oh well. Such is life.

Porter #2 exhaled a relieved sigh and tapped his commbadge. “Porter to Wayward. Phase Two complete. Can we go home now?”

“Energizing,” Beck #2 replied. Meanwhile, on the Wayward #2, she watched the Wayward #1 leap into warp on its way to slingshot around the sun and head back in time to become the Wayward #2. Beck #2 shook her head. She was positive all of this made perfect sense to Jaroch, but she had the mother of all headaches.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



“Station log. Stardate 52792.4. The Wayward has safely returned to our own time and to Waystation, which, fortunately, is still here. Evidently the Multeks did fall for Porter’s cloaking trick. As quickly as he could, Jaroch made a hasty retreat back to the Secondprize. I can’t say that I blame him. He had one hell of a visit. Meanwhile, we returned home to a surprise visitor: Admiral Thomas Wagner. And he came bearing gifts…”



Commander Beck stood at the front of the briefing room stiffly as Admiral Wagner paced the room, making his speech to the other gathered officers. How come all of them got to sit?

Wagner, meanwhile, continued his remarks. “…so in recognition of your accomplishments in establishing contact with the D’Ceti.”

“That was really Porter,” Beck thought to herself.

“Saving Waystation from the Multeks,” Wagner continued.

“Porter again,” Beck thought.

“And saving the timeline.”

“Okay. I’ll take credit for that one.”

“By order of Starfleet Command, you are hereby promoted to the rank of Captain.” Wagner pinned an extra pip on Beck’s collar. “Congratulations, Lisa.”

“Thank you, sir,” Beck said, shaking his hand as her officers began to clap.

“About time,” Porter called.

Beck smiled and absently rubbed the extra pip. Captain Beck. There were probably a lot of deep thoughts she should have been having at this moment, but all she could think was “Wow.”

“Ops to Commander Beck,” Lieutenant Stanton’s voice said over the commsystem.

“Captain Beck!” Porter shouted.

“Uh…sorry. But there’s a small ship approaching from Multek space requesting permission to dock. One occupant. What do you want me to do?”

“The Romulans took back their cloaking device, I guess,” Beck said.

“I tried trading them for it, but they weren’t interested in Russell’s erotic pottery collection,” Porter said.

“Hey!” Russell snapped. “You leave my pottery alone!”

“Let the ship dock,” Beck said. “And bring the pilot to the briefing room.”

“Understood.”

“Well, I guess we have a minute,” Wagner said to Beck. “Shall we?”

“Shall we what?” Dr. Nelson demanded. “No one said this was going to be an all day affair.”

“You’ll be free to go in a minute,” Beck said. “Everyone just relax and sit down…except Morales and Porter.”

Porter and Morales exchanged concerned glanced. “What’d we do?” Porter asked.

“I have no idea,” Morales replied nervously.

“Get up here,” Beck said, waving Morales and Porter to the front of the room. “Admiral?”

“Lieutenant Craig Porter, for outstanding service to the Federation in establishing first contact with the D’Ceti and protecting the lives of the residents of Waystation from a Multek attack, Starfleet Command hereby confers upon you the rank of Lieutenant Commander.” Wagner smoothly pinned a hollow pip onto Porter’s collar then moved over to Morales.

“Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales, in recognition of your devotion to this station and its crew and your outstanding service during the recent Multek crisis…”

“And during the renovations last year,” Beck added.

“And that too,” Wagner continued. “You are hereby promoted to the rank of Commander.” He removed Morales’ hollow pip, replacing it with a full gold one. “Congratulations, gentlemen.”

“Are we just tossing promotions around today?” Nelson asked. “I’d like one.”

“Me too,” Russell concurred.

“Your day will come,” Beck said. “But for now, get out. I’ve got to be diplomatic.”

“Promote her to captain, and suddenly she’s queen of the universe,” Nelson grumbled as she headed out of the briefing room, followed by Morales, Russell, Porter, and Jones.

“Would you like me to stick around?” Admiral Wagner asked.

“Normally I’d say yes,” Beck replied. “But the Multeks can be pretty flighty. And since I don’t know who this is or what they want, I’d better handle it.”

“You are our Multek expert, Captain. Have at it,” Wagner replied.

“Will you be staying aboard?”

“I’m afraid not. The D’Ceti have requested an audience with the Federation Council, and I’ve been assigned as their escort. It looks like we may be getting some new allies thanks to your crew. Not very powerful allies, but allies all the same,” Wagner said.

“But they know more about what’s in the Beta Quadrant than we do,” Beck said.

“True enough. Next time you get to Earth, look me up. We’ll have lunch.”

“Sounds good, Admiral,” Beck said smiling. “Have a safe trip.”

Wagner left the room just before Lieutenant Stanton ushered in Wuddle, who was now dressed in the long golden coat of the Multek Frequoq.

“Wuddle,” Beck said, extending her hand to the Multek. “I was hoping it was you. What happened?”

“Juletz required a little time at a Recovery Ranch,” Wuddle replied as Beck shook his hand. Multeks did not shake hands as a form of greeting, but Wuddle did not find the practice disagreeable. “I am now Frequoq.”

“That’s the best news I’ve heard all day. And, believe me, it’s been a good day.”

“So I have heard. An absolutely beautiful dark-haired woman in a long blue coat made mention of it as I entered your command area. I don’t mean to be forward, but who is she? She is…mesmerizing.”

Beck laughed. “That’s Doctor Amedon Nelson. Believe me. You’d have a better shot with a targ.”

“A targ?”

“Never mind. Was there something you needed from us?”

“Actually, yes,” Wuddle replied, taking a seat at the table. Beck took a seat across from him. “As much as I want the Multek Enclave to accept your existence, I think it is best that we proceed very slowly.”

“I completely agree. Introducing the knowledge of alien life to an insulated culture is always a touchy matter.”

“Then you will understand why we cannot establish open diplomatic ties.”

“Absolutely,” Beck replied. “But I hope that we can keep the lines of communication between us open.”

“That is my intention as well. As Frequoq, I have a certain freedom of movement. With your permission, I hope to visit your station frequently.”

“We’re always open,” Beck said. “Drop by anytime.”

“Thank you.”

“While you’re here, would you like a tour? Things have changed quite a bit since your last visit.”

“That would be wonderful.”

“Hold on. Beck to Dr. Nelson.” Beck smiled as Wuddle’s eyes widened.

“What is it, Captain?” Nelson said, putting too much emphasis on “captain.”

“I’ve got a job for you, Amedon. We’ll be down in a second.”

“We? Wait a sec…”

“Beck out. Follow me,” Beck said, leading Wuddle out of the briefing room.

A few minutes later, after leaving Wuddle in the hands of Dr. Nelson, Captain Beck stepped out into Starfleet Square Mall feeling more relaxed than she had in weeks. She was a captain. The timeline was safe. The Multeks wouldn’t be attacking them anytime in the foreseeable future. She’d even gotten Porter and Morales long overdue promotions…Morales!

With all the activity of the last several days, she hadn’t even thought about that kiss, much less taken the time to talk to Morales about it. Hell, what did she even want to say to Morales about it? All this time, and she hadn’t come up with an answer.

While her mind worked, she stepped into a turbolift. “Deck 86.” He turbolift began its long decent toward the residential decks in the lower saucer.

All too soon for Beck, the turbolift doors opened on Deck 86. She stepped out and headed down the corridor towards Morales’ door. After taking a deep breath, she pressed his door chime.

“Who’s there?” Morales’ voice called.

“Lisa,” Beck replied.

Silence.

“Come in,” Morales said finally.

Beck stepped inside Morales’ quarters taking a quick moment to look around. She’d actually never been in these rooms. Despite working together for the last three years, Beck couldn’t honestly say that she and Morales were really all that close…which made the kiss even more of a surprise.

The quarters were not quite what she was expecting. She expected basically no decor, but there were all sorts of odds and ends from around the Federation on the various tables and shelves in the living room. Shimmering crystal huknats. Elaborate designs of thin metal strands shaped into structures. And even the skull of a Cardassian vole. Who knew why Morales had that one? Of course, that was sort of the point that kept running through Beck’s mind. She really didn’t know Morales at all.

On another table sat several holographs of an older couple Beck could only assume were Morales’ parents as well as holos of two other males and a female. Brothers and a sister perhaps? Had Morales ever talked about his family? Not that Beck could remember.

The most striking thing about the room, though, was the paintings on the walls. They were mostly landscapes, but painted with lots of deep reds and purples as to create more of an impressionistic rather than lifelike image. In the bottom left-hand corner of each painting, the name “Walt” had been written in neat letters.

Morales himself was standing nervously in front of a sofa, seemingly trying to figure out what to do with his hands.

“Did you paint all these?” Beck asked, hoping to break the ice a bit.

“Yeah,” Morales replied softly.

“I didn’t even know you painted.”

“It’s been a while. Is there something I can do for you, Captain?”

“Walter, I think we need to drop the rank stuff for a bit and talk.”

“Um…sure.” He gestured at the sofa. “Have a seat. Can I get you a drink?” He was almost at a dead run to the replicator.

“No thanks. I’m fine.”

“Er…okay,” Morales said, stopping in his tracks. He stood for a moment trying to decide whether to stay there or sit down. He finally opted on sitting in an armchair near the sofa.

“I think you know why I’m here,” Beck said.

“I know. I’m sorry about what happened. I don’t know what got into me. I’d really like to just forget the whole thing; however, I understand that’s impossible considering our working relationship. So, I’d prefer an Academy assignment, if you can swing it. The new rank should help my chances, which is why I assume you recommended me for promotion. But that’s fine. I’ve always wanted to try my hand at teaching.”

“Woah. Calm down, Walter,” Beck said. Her instinct was to put a reassuring hand on his knee, but, considering the circumstances, the gesture could be easily misconstrued.

“I don’t want you to transfer,” Beck continued. “And I don’t want there to be any problems between us. You’re a good first officer, and I don’t want to lose you. I have to be honest, though. I don’t have any romantic feelings for you.”

Beck could see Morales’ eyes widen a bit as he leaned back in his chair. Maybe that was a little too harsh.

“The fact is, Walter, we barely know each other as people. Hell, I don’t think I could tell you where you grew up without checking your file, much less what your hobbies and interests are. And how much do you really know about me?”

“I know the kind of person you are. I thought that was enough.”

Now it was Beck’s turn to sit back. Ouch. No way to argue with that logic.

“I’m sorry,” Morales said. “That wasn’t necessary.”

“Maybe it was. Look, Walter, very simply, I need to know if you will stay here despite the fact that I don’t share your feelings.”

“I can work with you, if that’s what you’re asking. My job performance won’t be affected…and I want to stay.”

Beck smiled. “That’s what I was hoping you’d say.” She stood up to go. “One more thing.”

“Yes?”

“I hope you start painting again. I’d love a Morales original for my office.”

Morales returned the smile, albeit weakly. “I’ll see what I can do. Thanks for coming by.”

“I’ll see you in ops, Walter.”

“Goodbye, Captain.”

Beck stepped out of the door into the corridor, leaving Morales alone.

“Goodbye, Lisa.”





EPILOGUE



USS SECONDPRIZE



Commander Jaroch walked into Seven Backward almost immediately after arriving on a shuttle from Waystation. After the troubling events of the last few days, the main thing he needed was a drink. This was a bit unusual for the Yynsian. Alcohol had never been a real interest of his and it tended to affect him badly, but it somehow seemed appropriate while he mulled over his behavior while under the control of Carl Jaroch’s life-force.

In a short space of time, he had made a fool of himself in front of Lisa Beck by insisting that she was his wife, breached Starfleet temporal policy by bringing two 20th century people to the present, stolen a runabout, and proceeded to get said 20th century personages killed while on a joyride in Multek space.

Not his finest hour. And the resolution seemed so unsatisfying. While the transporter duplicates of Alex and Travis would live on, the originals were still dead.

After all this, a little alcohol seemed like just the thing to cheer himself up. He stepped up to the bar where one of the insufferable twits from Guinanco was serving a drink to yet another insufferable twit: Commander Dillon.

Dillon looked over and nodded to acknowledge Jaroch’s presence. “So how was Waystation?”

“It was there,” Jaroch replied. He was certainly in no mood for chit-chat with Dillon. “Bourbon. Neat. Make it a double. And no synthehol,” he told the bartender.

“That’s an awfully strong drink order, Jaroch,” Dillon said.

“How clever of you to notice.” The bartender returned with Jaroch’s drink, and Jaroch quickly started searching the room for an empty table.

“If you have duty today, you shouldn’t drink that,” Dillon continued.

Jaroch was about to hurl the glass at Dillon to get him to shut up when he realized what was missing from his life.

“You aren’t who you think you are,” Jaroch replied smiling.

“What?”

“You are the descendent of a copy. Hah!” Jaroch marched away from the bar, feeling much better about things. It was amazing how berating Dillon could improve his whole disposition.

Dillon, on the other hand, was just plain confused.

“WHAT?”



Meanwhile, several light years away, Bradley Dillon stepped into a different bar: Victoria’s Pub on Waystation. He’d intended on drinking alone, but, after spotting a lone miserable figure hunched over a beer at a table in the corner, Bradley changed his mind. He obtained a stout ale from the proprietor, then headed over to the table.

“Perfect. I seem to have found the miserable bastards section,” Bradley said, sitting down across from the figure and taking a long drink from his mug. Despite his foul mood, Bradley couldn’t help but appreciate the quality of Sanders’ stock.

Commander Morales looked up from his own beer. “What the hell do you have to be miserable about?”

“Dr. Azar says the time pod is completely kaput.”

“So you won’t get a few billion more credits,” Morales snapped sarcastically. “I’m so sorry.”

“That wasn’t my intention at all. I was hoping…I wanted to save Leximas,” Bradley’s voice fell at the end, and he quickly took another drink.

Morales stared at him for a moment, suddenly feeling sorry for his remarks. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“What about you? What brings you to this den of sorrows?” Bradley asked.

“Same gender. Different person.”

“I believe heartbreak may be one of the sole constants of the universe.”

“Lucky us.”

Bradley took another sip of his ale. “But you know what they say. It’s better to have loved and lost then to have never loved at all.”

“Bullsh**.”

“I’ll second that. Cheers. And here’s to all the future heartbreakers in our lives.”

Morales smiled for a moment, then tapped his glass against Bradley’s.

“Hear hear.”






A Deadly Shade of Blue



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 53502.8. Waystation is currently hosting three Andorian colony ships bound for Beta Quadrant Sector 49-A, a binary solar system containing a sole Class M world. The planet itself is uninhabited and frequently ravaged by one type of storm or another ranging from hurricanes to blizzards to dust storms. The Andorians should love it.

“Before they head out, though, Ih’mad, proprietor of our very own Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet Restaurant, has put together a reception for a woman by the name of An’dahna, one of the Primary Mothers of the Fourth Hive, who is moving to the new colony. Ih’mad has also invited me to the reception, an invitation I will be accepting for diplomatic and culinary reasons. Far be it from me to pass up a chance at Ih’mad’s creations.”



The party had gotten off to a bit of a slow start, mainly because most of the guests were uneasily trying not to look down as they moved about large observation deck located at the very bottom of Waystation, the floor of which was simply a giant transparent aluminum surface allowing a crystal clear view of space below.

Starfleet had officially (and rather boringly) dubbed the observation deck the “Spacescape Room.” Around the station, though, it was colloquially (and more appropriately) called “The Vertigo Lounge,” and it had unnerved more than one visitor to the station…and a fair number of Waystation’s residents.

“Why did Ih’mad have to do this in here?” Lieutenant Sean Russell moaned as he and Captain Lisa Beck stood against the wall of the Vertigo Lounge watching the thirty or so Andorians present interacting. Russell, Waystation’s Security Chief, was pretty much at the top of that list of residents who weren’t fond of this particular room.

“Relax and enjoy the view,” Beck said, enjoying Russell’s discomfort.

“The view makes me want to vomit.”

“Better let Ih’mad know. I think he collects it for the breakfast buffet.”

“You aren’t helping.”

“I know,” Beck replied with an evil grin.

Bradley Dillon, Waystation’s resident entrepreneur and multi-billionaire, broke through the crowd of Andorians, nearly knocking over Ih’mad’s waiter, Baughb, and approached Beck and Russell, clearly disgusted.

“That man is the most shameless self-promoter I’ve encountered since…”

“You?” Beck finished.

“You wound me, Captain,” Bradley said.

“Yeah right,” Beck said, rolling her eyes. “What happened?”

“Ih’mad won’t let anyone near the guest of honor. He insists on toadying up to An’dahna, babbling incessantly about the prospects of opening another Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet on their colony once they get settled in.”

“Sounds reasonable.”

Bradley grunted. “I have half a mind to buy the place out from under our blue-skinned friend lock, stock, and antenna.”

“He’d never sell,” Beck said. “He’d eviscerate you first.”

Bradley visibly blanched. “Well…um…”

“Just enjoy the party, Mister Dillon. You can console yourself with your billions of credits later if you have to.”

“You do have a point,” Bradley admitted.

“Since we’ve brought up points, is there one for me being here?” Russell asked. “We’ve got close to three thousand other Andorians docked at this station that are probably a lot more dangerous than this bunch, and we all know I’m no diplomat.”

“Yeoman Jones can keep things running smoothly with the other colonists. You have one job tonight: stand there and look stern,” Beck said. “You’re my bodyguard.” This last comment drew a snicker from Bradley.

“What?” Russell demanded. “I can guard her!”

“I merely meant that Captain Beck can hold her own quite well,” Bradley said.

“Yeah,” Russell said, thoughtfully.

“It’s a cultural thing, Sean. If I showed up without a bodyguard, it would imply that I did not respect the Andorians’ combat abilities.”

“Then where’s Bradley’s bodyguard?”

“As a resident of Waystation, I am under the protection of Captain Beck,” Bradley said with a sigh. “Really, Lieutenant. You might at least consider reading a little about a culture before you join them for a social occasion.”

Beck jumped in before Russell could defend himself against Bradley. “As the highest ranking officer on board, I’m considered to be the head of our hive…if we had a hive. To attack anyone other than me would be considered cowardly. That’s why An’dahna always has that woman near her.”

Bradley nodded. “S’nizsizni.”

“Gesundheit,” Russell said.

“That’s her name, you twit! S’nizsizni!”

“Can it, you two. We’ve got company,” Beck said, straightening up as An’dahna, dressed in flowing golden robes, strode over, flanked by Ih’mad and S’nizsizni, an imposing wall of a woman whose face seemed frozen in a perpetual glare.

“…and this is our most esteemed commanding officer,” Ih’mad said, gesturing to Beck. “Captain Lisa Beck. Captain, may I present Primary An’dahna of the Fourth Hive.”

“It is an honor, An’dahna,” Beck said with a curt nod of the head, her eyes never losing sight of An’dahna’s for even a moment.

“Captain,” An’dahna said, acknowledging the nod, her body tense and ready for anything.

“Am I missing something?” Russell whispered to Bradley.

“Respect, Lieutenant. Captain Beck and An’dahna are each acknowledging that the other could attack at any moment and that they are both threats to each other.”

“Woah! Should I be stepping in here?”

“Not unless you want S’nizsizni to introduce you to your spleen. This is a ritual greeting. Just let the Captain handle it.”

“You are familiar with our customs, Captain,” An’dahna said once the greeting had been completed and both women relaxed.

“My Academy roommate was Andorian. I visited your world on several occasions during those years.”

“And she’s my best customer,” Ih’mad added.

An’dahna nodded. “I see. Thank you for coming, Captain. I am gratified to see that Starfleet understands the importance of our colony.”

“All of our colonies are important to us, but yours is the first to start with such a large initial population. It should go a long way to encourage others to test the waters out this way,” Beck said.

“Of course. It was a pleasure, Captain.” And with that, An’dahna moved off to another guest. S’nizsizni gave Russell a quick once over, then followed. Baughb, who was carrying a tray of steaming champagne, had to quickly dodge out of the way to avoid being run over.

“Was that disgust or interest?” Russell asked confused.

“You got me on that one,” Beck said. “All right. Let’s go.”

“What? That’s it?”

“I put in my appearance, paid my respects, and now I’m obligated to get the hell out,” Beck said, striding toward the exit by way of the buffet.

“But…”

“Culture, Lieutenant. Culture,” Bradley said. “I’ll make sure Ih’mad sends you the leftovers, Captain.”

“Tnks,” Beck mumbled with a wave as she popped a stuffed onxxi puff into her mouth, threw a few more onto a plate, then headed out the door.

Russell sighed and leaned back against the wall. Technically, he could leave now, but there was something oddly alluring about S’nizsizni. Besides, considering the number of Andorians they had milling around, things could have been a lot worse. If the evening wanted to be uneventful, that was fine with him.



Even in a holodeck, there was just something about Earth that appealed to Captain Beck more than any other planet in the galaxy. Knowing that her appearance at the Andorians’ reception would be fairly brief, Beck had gone ahead and scheduled a couple of hours for a late-evening visit to the ocean. Originally, she’d planned to spend some time at a simulation of her family beach house on the North Carolina coast, but by the time she’d reached the holodeck, she’d decided that something a bit more tropical was in order.

Accordingly, she requested a perfect day in Jamaica and headed out into the surf for some wind-surfing. After about an hour, she brought her board onto the shore, spread out a large towel, and basked in the sun until her time in the holodeck expired and she had to make way for several ensigns loitering outside the holodeck in full suits of armor.

Pulling a light silk robe she’d picked up a couple of years ago on Risa on over her swimsuit, Beck headed out of the holodeck feeling thoroughly relaxed and refreshed, hopped a turbolift, and descended to the living quarters on Deck 86.

Since it was just after midnight, station time, the residential decks were practically deserted, with people either in the upper saucer on shift or snugly wrapped in their beds asleep. Beck enjoyed this time of night. It gave her the rare opportunity to walk the corridors of her command undisturbed and, in a strange sort of way, commune with Waystation one-on-one.

That all came to a shattering halt as she rounded the corner into Corridor 86-H.



“What was that word again?”

“S’vazzztz.”

“S’vazzztz,” Lieutenant Sean Russell sighed contentedly, putting his hands behind his head and leaning back against his pillow.

“I honestly never thought I could experience S’vazzztz with a Terran,” S’nizsizni said, adopting a similar posture beside him. “You are my first Terran, though.”

“That makes us even. You’re my first Andorian, but I’m going to be remembering this S’vazzztz for a long time.”

“If you feed that line to another Andorian woman, I will hunt you down and reroute your bile ducts into your eyeballs.”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not sure if I’m supposed to find that endearing or frightening.”

“To an Andorian, they can be one in the same,” S’nizsizni replied.

“Maybe I’ll just stick with frightening.”

“Beck to Russell,” the Captain’s voice broke in suddenly over the comm system.

“Russell. Go ahead, Captain.”

“Get down to Corridor 86-H, Lieutenant. Now. Beck out.”

“She has a presence,” S’nizsizni observed.

“Oh yeah,” Russell said, hopping out of bed and scrambling into his uniform. “I may be a while. You’re more than welcome to stay. I may be ready for more S’vazzztz when I get back.”

“That could be hazardous to your health,” the Andorian said, getting out of bed herself and giving Russell a wonderful view of her toned blue figure.

“Risk is my business.”

“I bet you say that to all the girls.”

“Only the dangerous ones.”



His mind filled with images and memories of his evening with S’nizsizni, Lieutenant Russell exited the turbolift on Deck 86 turned a corner, walked down a section of corridor, turned another corner, then stopped in his tracks.

Dr. Amedon Nelson, Waystation’s Chief Medical Officer, squatted beside a crumpled lump of something laying in a pool of red while Captain Beck looked on.

Russell’s eyes widened. “That’s…”

“One extremely dead Andorian,” Nelson said, slapping her tricorder shut and rising to her feet.

“How…”

“Judging by the gaping wounds all over his body, I’m going to have to go with murder.”

“So guess what you’re doing now,” Beck said, clearly unhappy with this turn of events.

“Investigating a homicide,” Russell said as his stomach started the cha-cha.



Breakfast was usually Russell’s favorite meal of the day, but this morning he found himself just stirring his fork around in the broken yolk of his fried egg, spreading its yellow contents all over the bacon and sausage on his plate as he sat at the counter in the Double D Diner, Bradley Dillon’s latest addition to Starfleet Square Mall. His Dillon’s Restaurant inside the Starfleet Suites Hotel catered to a more upscale clientele, so Bradley, ever looking for new ways to serve the public (i.e. earn more credits), hit upon the diner idea as a way to draw in those not looking to be served by waiters in tuxedos.

And Russell had to admit, the food was good and ready in a flash, mainly because the Betazoid waitstaff knew what you wanted as soon as you looked at the menu.

“What? Not eating Andorian this morning?” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter, Waystation’s Operations/Science Officer, said, patting Russell on the shoulder as he took the stool next to him.

“I’m living Andorian now,” Russell muttered.

“I heard. Andorian bodies everywhere. The corridors. Your quarters.”

“How did you know about that?” Russell asked.

“Our bedrooms share that wall, you know,” Porter said. “And I got called out for an emergency in the core just as your guest was leaving. At least she was a live body, though.”

“That explains that. Anything serious?”

“I was about to ask you the same question.”

“I meant the core.”

“Nothing really. Loatyl spilled his coffee on the status board and was petrified that he’d started a cascade failure. I calmed him down, then put him on clean-up detail. The injectors needed a good scrubbing anyway.”

“Damn.”

“Damn?” Porter said confused.

“Our security logs for most of Deck 86 are blank for the hour around the time of the murder. Stanton thinks it’s some kind of interference, but can’t tell where it came from.”

“I could take a look while you’re tracking down the killer.”

“Uggh. Don’t remind me,” Russell moaned.

“I hate to break this to you, pal, but it’s your show. I don’t think anybody’s suddenly going to forget about the corpse..”

“I know. I know.”

“Look at it this way, though. It could be worse,” Porter said supportively.

“How could it possibly be worse?”

“You could have to be the one to break the news to the Andorians.”



Was it Beck’s imagination or were An’dahna’s antenna actually vibrating?

“Murdered?” the Andorian matriarch bellowed.

“Primary, I assure you that a full investigation is already underway. We should have something more to report soon,” Captain Beck said, relieved that she was holding this conversation by vidlink from her office rather than in person. An’dahna could be quite intimidating when she wanted to be.

An’dahna leaned forward, her face filling the entire monitor on Beck’s desk. “You know enough about our culture, I presume, to understand that if the culprit is not brought to justice immediately, that there will be DIRE consequences.

“I don’t think we’ll need any more violence, Primary.”

“That, Captain, is entirely up to you,” An’dahna replied, then abruptly cut the channel as Beck tried to push the image of three thousand armed Andorians rampaging through the station from her mind.



Russell reflexively took a step back as Dr. Nelson yanked open the stasis drawer in the infirmary’s small morgue and pulled out the slab holding the body of the murdered Andorian. Just as the corpse’s feet emerged from the chamber, S’nizsizni stepped into the morgue, drawing a surprised glance from Russell.

“I’m here to identify the body,” S’nizsizni said simply, holding up a padd containing the passenger lists for the Andorian colony ships. She took one look at the corpse’s face, then tossed the padd over her shoulder. “Guess I won’t be needing that.”

“You know him?” Russell asked.

“Grozzzin. He was a…” Her face contorted with disgust. “Bureaucrat.”

“Not a very popular one, obviously,” Dr. Nelson said. “Here’s the basics. Andorian male. Approximately 32 years of age. Cause of death was excessive blood loss due to multiple stab and slash wounds. I’ll know more after the autopsy.”

“What else do you know about this guy?” Russell said.

“He was sent by our ruling council to assist with the establishment and implementation of our colony government. Other than a few meetings he had with An’dahna, I barely dealt with him. He was not of the Fourth Hive, so few on our ship engaged in social activities with him. However, he did not, to my knowledge, even beam over to Colony Vessel-3 to interact with the colonists there from other hives. I would have to call him a loner,” S’nizsizni said.

“That’s something, I guess,” Russell said.

“I must inform An’dahna,” S’nizsizni said. “I will check on the progress of your investigation later this evening. Most probably around dinner time. Dress appropriately.” The Andorian turned on her heel and strode out of the morgue.

“Was that a date or a threat?” Nelson asked once S’nizsizni was gone.

“I’m not sure anymore…and I kind of like it.”

“Your libido aside, how are things progressing?”

“With the case?”

“No, with your hemorrhoids. Of course with the case, you moron!” Nelson snapped.

“I’m looking into it.”

“Have you even been to bed?”

“No,” Russell said.

“And have you learned anything?”

“Other than what you just told me? No.”

Nelson turned exasperated. “Haven’t you ever investigated a murder before?”

“Um…we haven’t had any.”

“I know that. What about somewhere else? People do get killed.”

Russell shook his head. “Any ideas?”

“Get help. Now,” Nelson said. “I’ll let you know what the autopsy turns up.”



Get help. Get help, she said. But Russell was the Chief of Security. Just who was he supposed to go to for help on a security matter? Finally, he settled on getting assistance of the holographic variety.

After kicking out the cliff divers using Holodeck Three (Mental Note: Holodeck safeties don’t work very well if you abruptly end a program while someone’s in mid-dive. Apologize to Dr. Nelson later for sending her a battered ensign), Russell set about trying to enlist some help.

“Computer, I need detectives. Human preferably. People experienced in solving murders.”

The computer chirped softly, then four people shimmered into existence inside the empty holodeck. Three of them looked fairly normal: a middle-aged woman, a rumpled man in an equally rumpled trenchcoat, and a pipe-smoking man dressed in a suit covered by a purple robe. The fourth, though…he was interesting, all decked out in black with a black cape and a black cowl over his head complete with pointy ear things.

“Who the hell are you?” Russell asked.

The caped figure leapt forward, grabbing Russell by the lapels of his uniform and yanking him in close. “I’m Batman,” he growled in a harsh whisper.

“Ooookay. Computer, delete the nutjob please.”

“Please specify the nutjob.”

“Batman.”

The caped figure vanished, leaving Russell with the three hopefully more normal detectives. “Um…hello. Welcome to Waystation. I’m Lieutenant Sean Russell, your host. I’m trying to solve a murder, and I hoped you could help.”

“Oh yes,” the woman exclaimed. “I’ve seen plenty.”

“And you are?”

“Jessica Fletcher. Perhaps you’ve read some of my books. Murder, I Wrote. Murder, I Saw. Murder, I Read About. Murder in My Town. Murder in My Kitchen. Murder in My Nephew’s House. Murder in My Hotel Room. My Nephew’s Been Framed For Murder Again. Murder…”

“I get the point,” Russell said, moving on to the man in the trenchcoat.

“Detective Columbo,” the man said, squinting oddly as he pulled out a cigarette to light. “Just one more thing…”

“Yes?”

“I…I don’t know. But there’s always one more thing. I’ll get back to you.”

“Gotcha.” Russell turned to the robed man with the pipe, who was eyeing him critically.

“Sherlock Holmes, Lieutenant.”

“Now you I’ve heard of.”

“Due to Watson’s scribblings, no doubt,” Holmes replied with a hmmph.

“So you three know a lot about murder?” Russell asked.

“Oh yes,” Jessica Fletcher said. “People die wherever I go. Every time I turn around there’s another corpse. I stopped traveling for a while, but then they were turning up in my backyard. Strange really…”

“Did you kill them?” Russell asked.

“No!”

“So I’m just supposed to believe all of these dead bodies are a coincidence!”

“Yes!”

“I don’t think so! Goodbye! Computer, delete the murdering psycho woman!”

“Specify…”

“Jessica Fletcher.”

“I’m innocent!” Jessica protested as the computer blipped her out of the holodeck.

“Okay,” Russell said. “I’ve got a dead body. What do I do?”

“Pester your suspects in annoying interviews,” Columbo offered.

“I don’t have any suspects.”

“It’s somebody you already met.”

“It is?”

“It always is. Just annoy the right person, and he’ll crack,” Columbo replied, blowing a puff of smoke into Russell’s face.

“Hey!”

“Are you annoyed yet?”

“YES!”

“Did you do it?”

“NO!”

“You sure?”

“Computer, delete Columbo.”

“One more thing…”

“NOOO!!!” Russell shouted as the trenchcoated detective vanished.

Russell looked back to Holmes, who’d been watching the events with a cool detachment. “What advice do you have?”

“Observe and deduce,” Holmes said, pulling the pipe out of his mouth and beginning to pace. “That is all you can do, but you must pay attention to the most minute of details. From those small items, you can infer the larger picture. For example, by observing your person, I may deduce that you have not slept in several hours.”

Holmes stepped over and pulled a white hair out of the tousled mop on Russell’s head. “Additionally, you have engaged in…intimate activities within the last twenty-four hours.”

“That’s right!” Russell exclaimed. “What else?”

“You were born on Earth, you were not an exceptional student, and you once contracted Bolian Flu.”

“Amazing! How did you know that?”

“Elementary. I am a computer simulation, so I accessed your files.”

“That’s cheating!”

“That’s research, which is precisely what you will need to do in order to truly understand what you observe. Do you think I just know what brand a man smokes by examining his ashtray? After much study, I wrote a monograph on different types of tobacco ash. Because of that research, I can say with certainty what tobacco you smoke and, in many cases, where you purchased it.”

“So this is going to require a lot of work, huh?”

Holmes glared at Russell, his gray eyes flashing. “Get back to your corpse, Lieutenant Russell. Pour over his personal effects. OBSERVE!”

“Right! Got it!” Russell said, racing toward the holodeck exit. “Computer, end program.”

Holmes shook his head and sighed as he waited for the computer shut him down. Even in the future, the authorities were absolute bunglers.



“You weren’t gone long,” Dr. Nelson said as Russell reentered the morgue where she had Grozzzin’s naked corpse splayed open like so much meat.

“Uggh!” Russell gasped. “Don’t you have instruments for that sort of thing?”

“Midon wanted a look,” Nelson said, referring to the symbiont that made up half of her consciousness. “The only abdominal cavity she’s had experience with is Amelia’s,” she finished in her unnerving way of referring to her humanoid body in the third person. “What great breakthrough brings you back here?”

“I need to observe.”

“The autopsy? Feel free.”

“I kind of think Mister Holmes meant his stuff.”

“Holmes?”

Russell nodded.

“Sherlock Holmes?”

Another nod.

“You went and got help from a hologram?” Nelson snapped.

“Who else was I supposed to go to?” Russell insisted defensively. “We don’t have murders here!”

Nelson threw up her hands. “All right! Fine! Better a hologram of Sherlock Holmes than no one at all. His stuff’s on the table over there. Have at it.”

“Thanks,” Russell said, stepping over to the metal table at the side of the morgue where Nelson had spread out Grozzzin’s bloodstained clothes and few personal effects, which included a small decorative pin, a credit tube, a pen, and a small padd. Russell checked the padd first. It contained little more than some notes about the new colony and the Waystation brochure available over the Federnet to all tourists visiting the station.

“You solve the crime yet?” Nelson asked.

“No,” Russell said, turning to leave.

“Where are you going?”

“The library,” Russell said determinedly, striding out the door.

Sean Russell in a library? Now Nelson knew it was serious.



Two hours later, Russell leaned back in his chair and rubbed his tired eyes, which had spent the last 120 minutes staring at a monitor in Waystation’s library on Deck 4. He just as easily could have looked up the information in his office, but the plush chairs, wood paneling, and soothing lighting of the library were far more relaxing than his spartan office decorated solely with a screen displaying Starfleet’s Most Wanted.

“So it’s true,” Captain Beck’s voice said from behind him. “Sean Russell is in a library. I never would have believed it.”

Russell froze the display on the screen and turned his chair around as Beck walked over and took the seat next to him. “Captain!”

“You sound surprised.”

“I expected you to be S’nizsizni. We had…plans.”

“Helpful hint, Sean. If you stand an Andorian up for a date and she comes looking for you, you’re already dead, so there’s no sense worrying about it.”

“That’s comforting,” Russell gulped.

“Any progress?” she asked, her voice betraying an edge of tension.

“Not yet,” Russell admitted hesitantly.

“What brings you here?”

“I’m taking Bradley Dillon’s advice and learning some culture,” Russell said, pointing at the screen.

“Andor on Eight Shelnaks a Day, huh?”

“The planet is…complicated. Hives and castes and multiple parentage and who knows what else?”

“Tell me about it. I lived with one for four years and even visited the planet, and I never quite figured it all out.”

“I’ve been trying to find out information about government bureaucrats, but they evidently aren’t real exciting to write about,” Russell said. “Most of the tour books cover what not to do if you want to live. Then there’s the history which is full of war and death and matricide and patricide and fratricide and every other kind of cide you can think of. And if you don’t feel like killing your relatives yourself, you can hire an assassin to…” Russell trailed off, his eyes glazing over as he fell deep in thought.

“Sean?”

“Hold on a second,” he said, struggling to remember. Where had he seen…

“Ha!” he exclaimed suddenly, turning back to the console. “Computer, isolate all information concerning Andorian Assassins Guilds and display page by page.” The computer obeyed, flashing page after page of text and grisly photos across the screen.

“Stop!” Russell said suddenly, freezing the display on a header page showing mostly text except for a swirling symbol with a caption identifying it as the crest of Andor’s main Assassin’s Guild. “There,” Russell said, pointing at the image with one hand as he fumbled in his uniform pocket for Grozzzin’s personal effects, which he dumped on the table in front of her. “And there,” he said triumphantly, holding up the pin. It was the same symbol. Holmes was right about all that observation stuff.

“So what?” Beck said. “Our corpse was assassinated?”

Russell reread the text. “I don’t think so. The pin isn’t left as a sign of who did it or anything. It’s more like ID.” He thought for another moment looking at the pin and other items. What was wrong with this picture? “Do you know anyone who carries a pen anymore?”

“Not for a couple of centuries,” Beck said. “Even on Andor, they’re museum pieces.”

Russell picked up the pen and examined it. He tabbed a small switch, causing a six inch long laser blade to lance out. “Tools of the trade,” he said. “Grozzzin was an assassin. Heavy emphasis on the was.”

“The next question is was this someone paying him back for a prior killing, or was he stalking a new target?” Beck said.

“I’m leaning toward new target. Grozzzin requested temporary quarters on the station while the ships were here, but he was assigned to Deck 91. His target probably lived on Deck 86.”

“Oh that helps a lot,” Beck said wryly. “I’m on 86. So is An’dahna, Commander Morales, Bradley Dillon, Ih’mad, Baughb, Krilik, Doctor Nelson, Glonk, and about three hundred other people including several other Andorian colonists.”

“But that would make this killing almost self-defense. I don’t understand why no one’s come forward.”

“I can think of a lot of possibilities, but none of them really matter. The important thing is to find the killer and soon.”

“How long do I have?”

“I have a feeling we’re about to find out,” Beck said grimly as she watched S’nizsizni enter the library and approach their table.

“I bring a message from An’dahna,” the muscular Andorian reported.

“I thought you might,” Beck said, bracing herself.

“If the killer of Grozzzin is not found and brought to justice in the next 24 hours, this station will be reduced to molten slag,” S’nizsizni said stonily. Suddenly, she turned to Russell, her demeanor brightening considerably.

“Ready to eat?”



“Get your red hot autopsy reports!” Dr. Amedon Nelson announced three hours later, waving a padd in the air as she stepped into her Infirmary office where Lieutenant Russell and Captain Beck had been pacing, narrowly avoiding bumping into each other on several occasions. Russell had pulled himself away from S’nizsizni after Nelson commed him saying the autopsy was complete. That was half an hour ago. She’d kept him and Beck waiting ever since.

“Summarize, Doctor,” Beck said tersely.

“Dead Andorian guy,” she said, fixing a steady gaze on Beck.

“This isn’t the time, Amedon.”

“He’s not going anywhere.”

“But we will be if the Andorians blow us to hell,” Beck said. “Spill it.”

“All right. We were meant to believe that Mister Grozzzin was killed in a frenzy of stabbing, but the death blow was struck first. Clean across the throat. Took out his vocal cords and carotid artery in one swoop.”

“That would explain why nobody heard any screaming,” Russell said.

“I’m sure they missed some pretty serious gurgling, though,” Nelson said, drawing winces from Beck and Russell.

“What about the weapon?” Russell asked, pulling the laser blade pen out of his pocket and activating it. “Was it anything like this?”

“That would have cauterized the wounds as it went. Clean and neat. This was a knife. Much messier.”

“Any idea what kind?” Beck asked.

“Do I look like Madame Cutlery to you?”

“I’ll check with Starfleet Forensics,” Russell said as Nelson handed him the padd with her report and several pictures of Grozzzin’s wounds. “Anything else I should know?”

“He was attacked from behind,” Nelson said.

Beck let out a low whistle. “What kind of person can sneak up on a trained Andorian assassin?”

“Maybe he wasn’t a very good assassin,” Russell said.

“Doubtful.”

“Then I really don’t want to know,” Russell said with a shudder.



Find the target, and you’ll find the killer, the holographic Sherlock Holmes had told Russell when Russell returned to the holodeck for advice after receiving Nelson’s autopsy report. Holmes made it sound so simple. Of course, Holmes didn’t have to interview several hundred Andorians looking for some hint of guilt.

Deciding to start at the top, Russell went straight to the VIP quarters assigned to An’dahna during her stay on Waystation. The Andorian matriarch was cordial enough, but Russell was glad he already had an understanding with S’nizsizni, who monitored over the proceedings with her stone-faced glare. Otherwise, she’d be intimidating the hell out of him, and An’dahna was quite capable of doing that all on her own.

“I wondered when your investigation would bring you to me, Lieutenant,” An’dahna said as she sat down in an armchair across from Russell.

“You know something about the murder then?” Russell asked hopefully.

“No, but I would think that the leader of the colony would be high on your list on interview subjects.”

“Your position is kind of why I’m here. Can you think of anyone who might want you dead?”

“About 400,000 someones.”

“Enough to hire an assassin?”

An’dahna’s eyes widened, her antenna quivering just slightly. “Are you saying Grozzzin was killed by an assassin?”

“He was an assassin, ma’am. I believe someone killed him before he got to his target.”

“If his target was me, the only person who would have stood in the way would have been S’nizsizni, who I understand was otherwise occupied.”

Russell blanched. “Um…she does have an alibi.”

“She was free to be occupied because I had retired to my quarters with Ih’mad to discuss…business opportunities on our colony. He was here with me until well after the discovery of Grozzzin’s body.

So much for An’dahna. “Okay. Can you think of anyone else who has people who want them dead?”

“Do you have a passenger manifest for our ships?” An’dahna asked.

“Yes.”

“Then you have my list.”

“All of them?” Russell gaped.

“We are Andorians, Lieutenant,” An’dahna replied with a feral smile.



Russell returned to his office the next morning after conducting a few more interviews and grabbing a few hours of troubled sleep. He knew the deadline was looming, but without rest his already frazzled mind would be completely useless.

Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter was waiting for him when Russell stepped into the Security office on the lower level of Starfleet Square Mall. A large mug of steaming coffee and a massive bacon and cheese omelet were waiting on his desk.

“You have officially saved my life,” Russell exclaimed, racing to his desk chair and practically diving into the coffee.

“Do you have any idea what the fat and cholesterol content of bacon is? I think I just took five years off of your life.”

“Synthepork,” Russell mumbled through a mouthful of omelet. “What’d you find?”

Porter placed a padd down in front Russell. “Jack.”

“Who’s Jack?”

“Jack as in jack squat as in not a damn thing,” Porter said. “Whatever scrambled the sensors did a great job. My readings pick up again with the corpse and lovely puddle of blood,” he said, showing Russell the internal sensor analysis of the corpse and blood laying in the empty corridor.

“Great,” Russell said unhappily. “I guess it’s all up to Starfleet Forensics now.” He looked at his desk chronometer. “They’ve got six hours to tell me what the knife was. Then all I have to do is find the owner.”

“Piece of cake,” Porter said, standing up. “What are you going to do until then?”

“What can I do? More interviews, I guess, not that they’ll help.”

“Maybe you’ll get lucky.”

“You’re being awfully nonchalant considering the Andorians could be slicing us to ribbons in a few hours.”

“Call me crazy, but I have faith in your abilities,” Porter said, then headed out of the office.

“You’re crazy,” Russell muttered.



“This many people?” Russell asked astonished as he looked at the list of names on the padd in front of him.

“Possibly a few less,” J’allin, Russell’s current Andorian interview subject said, leaning back against the sofa in his quarters. “I may have already killed some of them.”

The comm panel on the wall chirped.

“Excuse me a moment,” J’allin said politely, rising from his seat and walking over to the panel. “J’allin.”

“Incoming mass comm from Primary An’dahna. All Andorian citizens are to return to your respective colony ships. Repeat: All Andorian citizens are to return to your respective colony ships.”

“That would seem to be my cue,” J’allin said, scooping up his small travel case from the table. “I am sorry you did not find the killer.”

“I’m not done yet.”

J’allin looked at his wall chronometer. “In ten minutes, you will be. Ta ta.” With a menacing chuckle, the Andorian headed out the door.

TEN MINUTES! Russell yanked himself out of his shocked stupor and rushed out of the quarters, almost barreling over the smug J’allin on his way to the turbolift.

Soon after that (but not soon enough considering the clock ticking down), Russell raced into the security office, still cursing himself for losing track of time. The stories the various Andorians had told him of blood feuds and heinous killings, eviscerations, and other activities had kept him riveted in a disgusting kind of way.

“Beck to Russell,” the comm barked.

“Russell here,” he said, breathlessly throwing himself into his desk chair.

“Give me some good news, Lieutenant,” Beck said tensely.

Russell checked his console. “The Starfleet Forensics report is in.”

“That really wasn’t what I had in mind, Sean.”

“That’s all I’ve got at the moment,” he replied, pulling up the report. Andorian knife. Very sharp. Oddly curved. Most likely…

“We’re down to three minutes, Sean!”

“Stall! Russell out,” he slapped the comm panel on his desk, cutting Beck off. He’d pay for that later, but if he didn’t figure this out soon, it wasn’t really going to matter.

Think, Russell! THINK!

His eyes fell on Porter’s padd, still displaying the report from the internal sensors. Blood. Body. Blood. Blood. And…organic matter. Something ground into the carpet in a couple of places below the blood and one other spot moving away from the body before it stopped.

Russell quickly tied the padd into his console and asked the computer to identify the substance. The computer’s response caused a slow smile to spread across his face…well, not real slow considering the station was about to be attacked. The point is that he was finally onto something.

After downloading the Starfleet Forensics report into the padd, Russell leapt up and ran out of his office into the main concourse of Starfleet Square Mall.



In Operations, Captain Beck stood in the front of the viewscreen, watching the three Andorian colony ships still docked at the arms jutting off of Waystation’s upper saucer.

“An’dahna is hailing us,” Commander Walter Morales, Waystation’s First Officer, reported from the tactical console.

“On screen,” Beck said. A moment later, the Andorian Primary appeared on the viewscreen dominating the front wall of ops.

“Your time has almost expired, Captain. Do you have the culprit?”

“Not yet, but…”

“Time has expired.”

“Hang on a second!” Beck snapped.

“No,” An’dahna said simply, then turned to someone off-screen. “Lock weapons and prepare to fire.”

“Shields,” Beck said.

“They aren’t going to do us much good, Captain,” Morales said. “They’re already inside the shield perimeter.”

“The designers probably didn’t expect our guests to try to blow us up,” Porter remarked from his post at the Operations/Science console.

“Poor planning on their part is now a crisis for us,” Beck muttered. “Morales, lock whatever weapons you can, but DO NOT fire.” She turned back to the screen. “Primary An’dahna, there must be another way to settle this without serious loss of life.”

“Captain, one of the colony ships is powering up its engines. I’m only reading one life sign aboard,” Porter reported.

“Sorry about that,” An’dahna said. “Several others wanted to stay aboard for the ramming run, but I didn’t want to lose that much of my populations.”

“Ramming!” Beck cried. She spun toward Porter.

“Tractor beams online,” he said, anticipating her next command. “But if they send that whole mass at us…”

“I get the picture.” For some reason, she flashed back to a few spats she had with her roommate back at the Academy. It’d taken her a while to get the hang of it, but Beck had finally found a way to deal with the Andorian. If it worked for one…

“An’dahna, I’ve been really damn patient with this stupidity up until now, but I’ve had it,” Beck said sternly. “If you’ve got a problem with the way I run Waystation, we’ll settle it between us.”

“Are you challenging me, Captain?”

“You’re damn right, I am,” Beck snapped. “You wanna take me on yourself, you old bat, or are you going to hide behind your ships?”

“As much as I would love to crush your windpipe myself, Terran, I accept the limitations of my advanced age. But I will assign a surrogate to fight you, or are you so weak that you only feel comfortable attacking an old woman.”

“I’ll fight whoever you want to put in front of me,” Beck said unflinchingly.

“Very well.” An’dahna once again spoke to someone off- screen. “Abort. And prepare the arena for Cizzz’nakk. We’re sending you the coordinates now, Captain. An’dahna out.”

“Did that go according to some plan I wasn’t told about?” Commander Morales asked, clearly unthrilled by the turn of events.

“Sort of,” Beck said. “Hold down the fort until I get back…if I get back. But look at it this way: if I get killed, Waystation’s off the hook.”

“I don’t find that comforting. Craig?”

“Nope. Not at all,” Porter said.

“Guess it’s a good thing I didn’t volunteer either of you to fight for me then,” Beck replied. “Energize.”

Beck dematerialized, then reformed inside a surprisingly brightly lit chamber on the Andorian colony ship. The light was practically blinding. The better to see ALL of the action, Beck mused. And the white floors and walls probably contrasted splattered blood quite nicely.

An’dahna, S’nizsizni, and six other Andorians waited in a semi-circle at the far side of the arena while several dozen other Andorians quickly and quietly filtered into the rows of seats surrounding the arena about fifteen feet above them.

“Are you ready, Captain?” An’dahna asked.

“The sooner the better,” Beck said.

“I agree,” S’nizsizni said, stepping forward. Inwardly, Beck winced. Of course she’d have to fight the walking mass of muscle. S’nizsizni picked up a long, curved sword and tossed it to Beck, then picking up one for herself.

“Cizzz’nakk!” S’nizsizni shouted, charging forward at Beck.

“Cizzz’nakk it is,” Beck said, running forward to meet S’nizsizni and start the battle in earnest. Hopefully, she could stay alive long enough for Russell to finish whatever the hell was taking him so long.



The Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet Restaurant was deserted when Russell stepped inside from Starfleet Square Mall. Of course, the threat of imminent death tended to ruin a lot of people’s appetites.

Ih’mad’s face lit up on seeing a customer. “Lieutenant! I’m flattered that you would choose Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet for your last meal,” he said, rising from the table where he’d been moping.

“I just want lunch, Ih’mad,” Russell said, taking a seat. “And I don’t think it’s anybody’s last meal.”

“That is good news. I just got in a whole shipment of gall bladders that need to ferment for at least another week before they’ll be usable for soups and cake,” Ih’mad said, hading off into the kitchen. Moments later, Baughb emerged with a fresh glass of water, complete with the usual unidentifiable chunks, and put it down in front of Russell.

“Are you ready to order, or will you need a menu?” Baughb asked.

“Hmm…good question,” Russell said. “I’ve got one for you. Are you ready to confess, or will you need a lawyer?”

Baughb gasped and dropped his tray, almost falling into a dead faint himself.

“Ha! Weren’t expecting that one, were you?” Russell said smugly.

“I…” Baughb sank into the seat across from the security chief.

“You killed Grozzzin,” Russell said, pressing his advantage. He flashed the padd at Baughb, displaying the image of the knife Starfleet Forensics had come up with. “This is a kitchen knife, isn’t it? Primarily used for carving and disemboweling yaxix, krixx, and d’naal.”

“That is true,” Baughb admitted, his head bowed.

“But you used it to slice Grozzzin’s neck open.”

Baughb said nothing.

“The knife was a big clue pointing to you, but what sealed it was this,” Russell said, changing the image on the padd to Porter’s sensor read out. “There were bits of j’zzzid ball in the carpet, and I observed you serving j’zzzid balls at the reception. My guess is that you stepped on one in the kitchen and tracked it around the station. So how about that confession?”

“I will not say anymore until I speak to Captain Beck,” Baughb said, gazing at Russell resolutely.

“Fine, but you’re waiting for her in the brig.”



Beck narrowly ducked under S’nizsizni’s slash, then slammed the pommel of her sword into the Andorian’s gut, sending the rock of a woman staggering backward slightly just as Beck’s commbadge chirped.

“Beck here,” she said, after slapping it quickly and leaping to the side to avoid an oncoming train of blue fury.

“It’s Russell. I have our killer, but he insists on speaking with you.”

“Who is it?”

“Baughb.”

“BAUGHB!” Beck exclaimed stunned, allowing S’nizsizni to slash her left arm badly. Beck gasped in pain, then returned the blow, slicing S’nizsizni across the thigh. “I’ll talk to him, but you’re going to have to take my place here.”

“Your place…”

Beck closed the channel, then tapped her badge again. “Beck to Ops. Transport Lieutenant Russell to my location. Standby to beam me to the security office.”

“Standing by,” Porter said. A split second later, a very surprised Russell materialized next to Beck.

“She’s all yours,” Beck said, tossing Russell the sword, then pointing at S’nizsizni. “Go get her.”

“Huh?”

“Energize.”

“Could somebody tell me what we’re doing?” Russell asked weakly.

“Very simple,” S’nizsizni said, wiping blood off of her leg. “Winner lives. Loser dies.”

“But I thought you liked me. What about the S’vazzztz?”

“It was very good. I will remember it fondly. Maybe I will keep your genitals as a souvenir to remember it by. FIGHT!”

“Hey now!” Russell said, parrying S’nizsizni’s swing. “NOBODY is taking my genitals anywhere except me!”



Baughb practically leapt off of the bench in his cell straight toward the force field incarcerating him as Beck stepped into the cell block.

“Baughb. I hear we need to talk,” Beck said solemnly.

“Yes. I am glad you came!” he said. “You may understand.”

“I understand that you’re accused of murder. Murder, Baughb. Did you do it?”

“Yes, but he was an assassin!”

“We know that, Baughb. That doesn’t excuse…”

“He was going to kill Ih’mad!”

Beck stopped. “Ih’mad? Why would anyone want Ih’mad dead?”

“The restaurant. He was…”

“Hang on. Start at the beginning. How did you find out that Ih’mad was in trouble?”

“I followed Grozzzin after the reception,” Baughb said. “I-I was to be an assassin, too, Captain. My parents apprenticed me to the Assassin’s Guild for several years, but I was never happy there. As soon as I reached maturity, I broke away to pursue my true love: Food Service!

“I met Ih’mad soon after, and he had dreams of starting Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet. I came with him to Waystation to learn the ins and outs of the business until the day when I am ready to start my own place. But the reception ruined everything. I saw Grozzzin’s g’hazzt.”

“G’hazzt?” Beck asked. It was not a word she’d come across in her Andorian language studies.

“It is an identifier used by the Assassin’s Guilds, worn on a inner layer of clothing. If he hadn’t been sitting when I brought him his champagne and wearing a loose vest, I never would have seen it, and Ih’mad would be…”

“That still doesn’t tell me how you knew Ih’mad was the target.”

“He is an assassin, Captain. If his target was someone on the colony ships, he would have struck long before now. Also, he kept an eye on Ih’mad throughout the reception. I shadowed him to the residential decks, where he positioned himself in a side corridor between An’dahna’s quarters and Ih’mad’s. He planned to kill Ih’mad as he returned from An’dahna’s.”

Baughb pulled a small device out of his jacket. “Grozzzin used this to scramble your internal sensors, so there would be no record of the crime. And then I used it to cover my departure.”

“But why?”

“Ih’mad’s success has caused many less successful restaurant owners on the homeworld to despise him. And when he bragged to the Restauranteurs Guild that he planned on opening a second Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet on the new colony…it created a lot of anger. I’m sure one of these people contracted with Grozzzin to infiltrate the colony ships and kill Ih’mad during their stay here.”

Beck let out a deep breath and rubbed her temples. “The Andorians were ready to kill us all, Baughb…including Ih’mad. Why didn’t you come forward?”

“I knew you would save us,” he said simply.

“I’m touched by the vote of confidence, but you’re in a mess, Baughb.”

“I will accept my punishment….but I need you to understand. You are our best customer.”

“I can’t understand murder, Baughb. But I’ll do what I can for you.” Beck turned to go.

“Captain?”

“Yes.”

“I will miss being your waiter.”

“I’ll miss you, too, Baughb. But I’d rather have you in a Federation Rehab Colony than eviscerated by the Andorians.” She then headed out into the main security office to call for transport.



Beck materialized back in the arena just as Russell ran by her, his uniform reduced to shreds from repeated slices by S’nizsizni. Beck had the impression that the Andorian was playing with him. His body had barely been nicked. As long as she continued playing, Beck could have a chance to settle things with An’dahna.

“Have you returned to finish the Cizzz’nakk?” An’dahna asked as Beck approached her.

“In a way,” Beck said. “We have the murderer in custody.”

“Is he Andorian?”

“Yes. Baughb. A waiter in our Andorian restaurant. He killed the assassin to protect Ih’mad.”

“You will turn him over to us.”

“I don’t think so,” Beck said. “This was a crime committed on a Federation station by one of its residents, and as members of the Federation, you are bound to abide by Federation law in this situation.”

“On the contrary, Captain. This was an internal Andorian matter. Regardless of where the murder occurred, it was still committed against an Andorian, by an Andorian.”

“I am not going to allow you to execute Baughb for this.”

“Execute him?” An’dahna laughed. “He took out an assassin and protected the life of his employer in the process. He deserves to be rewarded, not killed.”

“Rewarded for murder?” Beck exclaimed, drawing the attention of everyone present, including S’nizsizni and Russell, who stopped fighting for the moment. “And how are you in the Federation again? We do not support that kind of behavior. He will be sent to a rehabilitation colony.”

“Don’t lecture me about Federation morality, Beck. Andor survived without the Federation for millennia.”

“I don’t care. I’m not giving him to you.”

“I’ll fight you for him.”

“What?”

“S’nizsizni!”

S’nizsizni took another swing at Russell, who managed to drop to the deck before his head was sliced clean off of his shoulders. The Andorian kicked him in the gut with enough force to send him sliding across the arena.

“No…fair…” Russell gasped, crawling to his feet.

“I could have aimed lower.”

“Stop this, An’dahna!” Beck demanded.

“Then give me Baughb.”

“He committed a crime. A price has to be paid.”

“Then find a price!” Russell shouted, ducking a shot from S’nizsizni, then catching her on the chin with an uppercut. With S’nizsizni dazed, he followed it up with two more jabs to the face before shoving her away from him. “Sorry about that.”

“I will dismember you one limb at a time,” S’nizsizni said with a low growl that Russell would have found seductive if she wasn’t threatening his life while holding a very sharp blade.

“Captain!” he cried.

“Exile!” Beck shouted suddenly. “Baughb is banned from Federation space for one year.”

“Can you do that?” Russell asked.

“Do you really care?”

“Not right now,” he said.

“Agreed,” An’dahna said, nodding at S’nizsizni, who immediately dropped her sword.

“But there’s one condition,” Beck continued. “He only goes with you if he wants to go with you. You cannot force him.”

“Acceptable.”

“Fine. It’s a deal,” Beck said, extending her hand to An’dahna, who shook it. “Hopefully I won’t get court-martialed for it.”

“Not if the Federation wishes to keep Andor as a member,” An’dahna said.

“Thank you.”

“Now take me to Baughb.”

“All right. But remember. He only goes if he wants to go.”



“I’m going to the colony!” Baughb exclaimed happily for about the one thousandth time as he stood outside the airlock at Docking Arm Two waiting to board one of the Andorian colony ships.”

“I’m glad you’re happy about it,” Beck said, her arm wrapped around Ih’mad’s shoulder. Ih’mad was not taking the news well.

“Who will wait my tables?” he wailed.

“You have other waiters,” Beck said.

“But they are not Baughb.”

“Thank you, Ih’mad,” Baughb said. “I’m going to miss working for you.”

“It’s only a year,” Beck said.

“True.”

The line of Andorians entering the airlock dwindled down. “I should go,” Baughb said. “Thank you again, Captain.”

“Good luck to you.”

“Baughb,” Ih’mad said.

“Yes?”

“If at the colony you decide that you want to open a place of your own… I won’t stand in your way.”

“Really?” Baughb said surprised.

“You’re ready.”

Baughb shook Ih’mad’s hand emphatically, then, after hugging Beck, rushed onto the colony ship.

“That was big of you, Ih’mad,” Beck said once Baughb had gone.

“He saved my life. And if he becomes too much competition, I’ll hire TWO assassins.”

“I didn’t need to hear that.”

“Would you prefer to hear our specials for today?”

“Much better,” Beck said as she and Ih’mad headed away from the docking arm.



The next morning, Lieutenant Commander Porter found Lieutenant Russell once again slumped over a plate of food at the Double D Diner.

“You okay?” Porter asked, sliding onto the stool next to him.

“Still a little sore.”

“Doctor Nelson can…”

“I didn’t want to take anything. The pain reminds me of S’nizsizni.”

“You are one messed up individual, my friend.”

“Yeah, but the S’vazzztz was great,” Russell said wistfully.

“You could always go visit her.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Why not?”

“I prefer to think we were two S’vazzztzs passing in the night.”

“That was bad.”

“We’ll always have S’vazzztz.”

“Sean.”

“I like to S’vazzztz ’em and leave ’em.”

“That’s enough now.”

“S’vazzztz is a many splendored thing.”

“Don’t make me hurt you.”



THE END




Everything Must Go



After a few years of spending almost every day moving through the constant hordes of people living on Waystation, Commander Walter Morales found the relative silence and isolation of the USS Wayward to be quite refreshing.

The expanded scouting vessel assigned to Waystation was by no means large, but it could hold 20 occupants comfortably and contained most of the amenities of a larger starship including a mess hall and sickbay. Granted, the mess hall and sickbay were the same room with tables capable of flipping over to become biobeds. Fortunately, though, no one had ever needed surgery during lunch.

This morning continued the surgery-free trend as Morales stepped into the mess hall to find it deserted except for Yeoman Tina Jones, who was sipping on a mug of coffee, the remnants of a muffin sitting on a plate in front of her.

“Morning, Commander,” she said brightly.

“Morning, Tina,” Morales replied, stepping over to the replicator. “Belgian waffle. Orange juice.”

The replicator obediently created his order, which he then took to Jones’s table. “Mind if I join you?”

“Do you even have to ask?” she said.

“I’m just being polite,” he said, sitting down. “Any news from the cockpit?”

“Nothing. Craig must not have seen anything interesting.”

“Fine by me,” Morales said, taking his first bite of waffle and enjoying the serenity of the ship. As it was, the Wayward was only carrying eight people on this mission, which made the ship seem just a little bit larger. Things were almost perfect.

The mess hall doors opened, bringing back into focus why “almost” was the operative word. Colonel Martin Lazlo stepped smartly into the room followed closely by three of his Federation Marines.

“Kyle, secure us a table,” he ordered his executive assistant, Sergeant Rick Kyle, who nodded crisply, then marched to a table in the far corner, where he proceeded to rearrange the chairs to make sure that none of the marines would have his or her back to the door. “Table secured, sir!” Kyle announced. “And I want a bowl of granola and a hot tea…with lemon.”

“You heard the man, Kintasa,” Lazlo barked to the private standing next to him. “Granola and tea. Move move MOVE! Fall in behind him, Sheppard. I want this squad fed and out the door in ten!”

“I think that’s bad for the digestion, Colonel,” Yeoman Jones said as Kintasa and Corporal Theresa Sheppard rushed to the replicator.

“Their digestion is none of your damn business,” Lazlo barked, storming over. He slapped a padd down in front of Commander Morales. “This is our schedule for today.”

“I didn’t know we had a schedule,” Morales said confused as he looked at the padd.

“We do now. We’ve spent four days lazily flying along, and that is not what the Federation Marines came on this mission to do. I am taking my people planetside before they become as soft as you Starfleeters.”

“We’re over a parsec away from the nearest star system,” Morales said placidly. He really expected something like this from Lazlo days ago. The Wayward was well into unexplored territory, surveying several star systems in the Beta Quadrant.

“I had hoped,” Lazlo said, sitting down across from Morales and staring him straight in the eye, “that you and I could avoid the kind of problems I have with Captain Beck.”

“I’d like that as well,” Morales said.

“I’m glad we have an understanding then.”

“Half of one. I understand what you want to do today, but you need to understand that even though I’m not Captain Beck, I’m not going to stand by and let you trample over the Starfleet aspect of this assignment. You’ve been on survey missions before, Colonel. You know they can be dull.”

“If we’re going to be colonizing planets out this way, planets the Federation Marines may be called upon to defend, we need a first hand look at the terrain. Your Starfleet surveys may cover the science to death, but they don’t consider the military ramifications whatsoever.”

“Well, we aren’t really a military organization,” Jones said.

“Oh really? YEOMAN.”

“Um…well…I guess you have a point there.”

“I don’t think we need to fight about this, Lazlo,” Morales said. “We’ll see what we can do about finding you a planet. I mean, nothing else is happening…”

On cue, the red alert klaxon began to blare as the lights in the mess hall dimmed except for the flashing scarlet warning lights.

“Me and my big mouth,” Morales muttered, leaping up from his seat and heading toward the door.

“If I’d have known this was all it took to get things popping around here, I would have said it four days ago,” Lazlo retorted, following Morales out of the mess hall.

Kyle, Kintasa and Sheppard looked around nervously, their mouths stuffed with the food they’d been shoveling in. “Does this mean we can eat slower?”

“Please,” Jones said. “Enjoy the Starfleet way for a little bit.”

“I don’t know if we…”

“EAT SLOWER!” Jones snapped.

“Yes, ma’am!” the Marines shouted, promptly dropping their forks.

Jones shook her head. Some people.



The door to the Wayward’s four person cockpit slid open, allowing Morales and Lazlo to enter. Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter sat in the pilot’s seat, while Ensign Laru Hassna, the Bajoran security officer assigned by Lieutenant Russell to accompany Morales and the others on this mission, watched the sensors from the co-pilot’s seat. Captain Beck had been adamant that the number of Starfleet personnel equal the number of Federation Marines on the Wayward. All the better to keep Lazlo in line.

“Report!” Lazlo snapped, striding ahead of Morales.

Porter and Laru exchanged a glance, then ignored him.

“What’s going on?” Morales asked, suppressing a smile while Lazlo fumed.

“We’ve got a couple of guests heading our way,” Porter said, moving aside so Morales could take the controls. He slid into the chair at the science console behind Morales. “And they don’t seem to like each other.”

Morales glanced down at the long range sensors, which showed a small shuttle-type craft weaving wildly beck and forth as a larger vessel, comparable in size to the Wayward, gave chase, firing constantly.

“Are we getting involved?” Ensign Laru asked from the co-pilot’s chair as she brought up the weapons arrays.

“Of course we are,” Lazlo said. “We are not about to stand by and let…”

“Hang on,” Morales said, raising his hand. “We don’t even know what’s going on here.”

“We’re about to find out,” Porter said. “The smaller ship has spotted us and altered course. We’re being hailed.”

“On my monitor,” Morales said, turning his head to face the monitor to his left. The Federation logo on the monitor vanished and was quickly replaced by a wide-eyed hairless humanoid alien with leathery-yellow skin.

“You must help me” the alien cried as smoke billowed out of a console behind him. “They’re after my ship! They want to take it from me!”

“Want to blow it up, you mean,” Lazlo muttered.

“If so, they’re doing it the slow way,” Porter said. “The other ship’s weapons are at exceptionally low power.”

“Hail the other ship,” Morales said.

“Too late,” Porter replied. “They’re hailing us.”

“I need to put you on hold for a second,” Morales said to the yellow alien. “I’ll be right back.”

“Help me!”

“We’re working on it. Hold on.” Morales nodded to Porter, who shifted to the other comm signal. Two figures, both completely clad in black with shiny round black helmets covering their entire heads sat in the center of a shiny black bridge.

“How festive,” Porter remarked.

“This is Commander Walter Morales of the Federation Starship Wayward. Why are you attacking that vessel?”

“It is of Falinor,” one of the helmeted individuals (Morales had no idea which one) replied, as though that meant something.

“Do you work for this Falinor?” Morales asked.

“Falinor is a planet. We are of the Collectors. The Collectors are currently liquidating Falinor’s assets, including this vessel. Would you care to make an offer?”

“Leave it alone, and we’ll let you live,” Lazlo said.

“Perhaps we should clarify our definition of offer.”

“Wait,” Laru said. “Is this Falinor your planet?”

“We have collected it.”

“How did you do that?” the Ensign pressed.

“We found it.”

“What about the people who live on Falinor?”

“We found them, too.”

“Did they want to be found?” Porter asked.

“Why does that matter? We assessed their world, collected what was interesting, and are liquidating the rest. You must come by. We have some wonderful deals. Now if you’ll excuse us, we have a vessel to collect.”

Morales shook his head. “What you’re describing sounds like an invasion more than anything else?”

“Can we compromise and go with hostile takeover?” the Collectors asked.

“The pilot of the Falinoran ship asked for our help, and, under the circumstances, I feel we must intervene,” Morales said.

“Huh?”

“He said leave, or we’ll kick your assess,” Lazlo said.

“Unacceptable,” the Collectors replied. “Do not interfere, or you will be fired upon.”

“They’re going after the Falinoran ship again,” Porter said.

“Target their weapons arrays, Ensign,” Morales said, gunning the Wayward’s engines and sending the ship rocketing forward toward the Collectors’ ship, effectively blocking its firing arc on the Falinoran craft.

The Wayward rocked gently as the Collectors’ weapons impacted against the shields. Before the Collectors had a chance to up the power on their cannons, Ensign Laru opened fire, sending a sustained phaser blast into their primary weapons array. In response, the Collector’s ship veered off, beating a hasty retreat back in the direction it had come.

“Anybody else think that was too easy?” Porter asked.

“They recognized superior firepower,” Lazlo said.

“Or they went for help,” Morales said.

“Is this ‘Boldly Going’?” Lazlo sneered. “If you’re so worried about these Collectors, why don’t you let us handle things? Go snivel under your bunks.”

Morales just shook his head and reactivated the comm channel to the Falinoran ship. The pilot was visibly relieved. “THANK YOU!” he exclaimed. “Who are you?”

“Commander Walter Morales of the Federation Starship Wayward. We’re happy to assist,” Morales said. “Perhaps you could tell us what that was about.”

“I am Gorikar. My homeworld is under attack by the Collectors. We tried to fight them off, but we’re a peaceful people by nature. We did not have the weapons or skills to repel them.”

“Easy pickings,” Lazlo said.

“Yes. We were. Several of us who owned spacecraft decided to try to escape the planet to find help. I was the only one to clear the solar system. And the Collectors would have claimed my ship as well if you hadn’t intervened. Will you return with me to Falinor and help my people?”

“Yes!” Lazlo said quickly.

“Woah woah woah,” Porter said. “They probably have just a few more ships than us there.”

“This doesn’t have to turn into a fight,” Morales said. “We’ll go and see if we can reason with the Collectors.”

“Then when that doesn’t work, we’ll kick their asses,” Lazlo said.

“Has being on this ship driven you that stir crazy?”

“Actually…yes.”

“Oh, this should be fun,” Porter muttered.



Lieutenant Commander Porter let out a low whistle as the Wayward approached Falinor. The planet was surrounded by ships of various shapes and sizes zipping around in their orbits of the world. Meanwhile, a long, shiny black vessel large enough to engulf several Galaxy-class starships in its hull hovered over the planet. The giant craft consisted of several oval segments laid end to end like some kind of massive bug.

“The Collectors, I imagine,” Morales said solemnly.

“Gorikar’s ship’s been spotted,” Porter reported. “Several other craft are moving to intercept.”

“Beam him aboard,” Morales ordered.

“Energizing. Any idea how you want to go about this?”

“I’m still trying to figure out where we’re going to park.”

“Incoming hail from the big bug out there.”

“On screen.”

Another black helmeted Collector appeared on the viewscreen. “Welcome to Collector Liquidation Sale 584. Please feel free to visit the surface and examine the many wares we have for sale. We accept hillicas and Galacti-Card. In special circumstances, though, we will consider barter. Enjoy your stay and obey all Sales Coordinator instructions while on the surface.”

Before Morales could get in a word, the channel closed. The cockpit was silent for several seconds.

“Anybody got any ideas?” Morales asked finally.

Colonel Lazlo spoke up. “We should attack their…”

“Anybody besides the Colonel,” Morales clarified.

“Um…Commander?” Yeoman Tina Jones said, poking her head into the cockpit.

“Yes, Jones.”

“There’s a Gorikar here to see you. We just beamed him aboard. I assume that was intentional.”

“Yeah,” Morales said. “Bring him in.” A moment later, the Falinoran burst into the cockpit.

“You see the problem my people face,” Gorikar said, pointing out the viewport at the Collector mother-ship. “How could we stop something that size?”

“I’m wondering the same thing,” Morales replied. “Or if we even should.”

“What?” Gorikar and Lazlo exclaimed.

“We don’t know the whole story here, and I have no intention of waltzing blindly into a Prime Directive violation. Porter, see if you can reach some kind of governing body on the surface.”

“This is a waste of time,” Lazlo spat, rising from his chair.

“Where are you going?” Morales demanded.

“To the surface for a first hand look at the situation. While you’re up here arguing with yourselves about philosophy, we’ll be getting something done!” He charged toward the door but stopped, realizing he was being followed. Lazlo turned and saw Gorikar right behind him.

“What do you want?”

“To come with you! You’re actually doing something!”

“All right,” Lazlo sneered, looking the Falinoran up and down. “Just keep your head low and stay out of our way.”

“Yes yes! Of course!”

Lazlo turned on his heel and marched out the door, Gorikar right on his heels.

“Isn’t that sweet? Lazlo has a groupie,” Porter said.

“Lazlo had better keep him alive, too.”

“Should I go with them?” Ensign Laru asked.

“No way. We may need you to keep us alive,” Porter said. He turned back to his console. “Come on, folks. Are you ever going to answer your comms?”

“Maybe the Collectors wiped out the planetary government,” Laru said.

“That would make sense considering the state of things around here,” Morales replied.

Porter shook his head. “Not quite. I’ve accessed their planetary network and located their primary government complex. There are still some Falinoran life signs in what’s supposed to be the Prime Minister’s office. A bunch of other people are there, too, but there are definitely a couple of Falinorans.”

“I guess I may have to do this in person,” Morales said, rising up from his chair. “Come on, Ensign. You’ve got the conn, Porter.”

“Does that mean I have the power not to beam Colonel Lazlo and his team back up when they comm?” Porter asked as Morales and Laru left the cockpit. Morales didn’t respond. “I’m taking that as a yes!” Porter called after them.



Commander Morales, Ensign Laru, and Yeoman Jones materialized a short time later in the middle of what was supposed to be the Falinoran Prime Minister’s office suite. At the moment, it looked more like a stampede. Aliens of varieties Morales had never seen before rushed to and fro, pulling paintings off of the wall or placing tags on furniture and lamps. Near the door, a black helmeted Collector stood with a padd performing sales transactions with the aliens as they brought items or tag numbers up to him.

In the far corner, an elder Falinoran male (at least Morales assumed he was elder due to his excessively wrinkled skin) sat being consoled by another Falinoran. A burly alien of unknown origin charged over, grabbed the elder, took the Falinoran’s suit jacket, then dropped the elder back in the corner and raced over to the Collector.

“This is insane,” Laru said.

“What are we supposed to do?” Jones asked. “It’s chaos.”

“See if you can calm things down a little,” Morales said. “At the very least, keep everyone else away from the Falinorans.” He stepped over to the elder and squatted in front of the dazed man. “Sir? My name is Commander Walter Morales. I’m with the United Federation of Planets. We’re here to help.”

“Help? Help! Help yourself to my planet, you mean!” the elder said, his eyes fixing on Morales.

“No! One of your citizens came to us for help. We’re going to try and stop the Collectors if we can, but I need to know what happened here.”

“They came, they saw, they sold,” the elder muttered.

His assistant patted the elder on the shoulders while he looked up at Morales. “Please excuse him, Commander Morales. This has been a trying time for the Prime Minister.”

“No doubt.”

“These Collectors arrived two days ago. We have limited trade relationships with the worlds in the next solar system, and we mistakenly assumed that the Collectors were simply a group from farther out who wished to deal with us. Falinor is a peaceful world. We do not have weapons nor have we had the need for them…until now. The Collectors swooped in, assessed our world, took what they wanted, then announced that they were selling the rest. This mob descended on us this morning ready to pick our planet clean.”

Morales suddenly noticed that the room was much quieter. He looked up to see that everyone except the Collector, Jones, and Laru had left.

“I told the Collector that we were considering buying the entire building, but we couldn’t concentrate with all of the racket. He cleared the place for us,” Jones said.

“Good thinking,” Morales said, standing up and turning back to the Prime Minister. “I promise we’re going to do everything we can, sir. There are enough other dangers in this galaxy without a bunch of opportunistic bullies running around. If you’re going to worry about something, worry about the Borg. One cube could show up, strip the technology from your planet, and assimilate your entire populace into a bunch of drones that exist solely to serve the Queen. You all would cease to exist as individuals.”

The Prime Minister blanched.

“Oh. Sorry about that,” Morales said. “Just forget I said anything.”

“What about the Cardassians?” Laru asked. “They’re pretty damn nasty.”

“Worse than the Borg?” the Prime Minister squeaked.

“Ensign, let’s drop this. The poor man probably needs therapy as it is,” Morales said, stepping over to the Collector by the door. “Who’s the Collector in charge?” he asked.

“Do you have a complaint?” the Collector asked.

“I wish to discuss a special deal.”

“Standby.” The Collector tapped a control on his black belt, then the shiny surface of his helmet began to shimmer. Soon, the face place revealed itself to be a viewscreen displaying the interior of a spacecraft where yet another black helmeted individual sat. This one, however, wore a bright red uniform, differentiating this Collector from the others.

“Chief Assessor,” a strangely androgynous voice warbled.

“This is Commander Walter Morales of the United Federation of Planets, Chief Assessor. I…”

“You wish to discuss a deal,” the Chief Assessor interrupted.

“Actually, I wanted to talk to you about…”

“All sales are final.”

“What’s happening here is…”

“All items sold as in. No warranties are included or implied.”

“That’s not what I wanted…”

“Taxes and title are extra.”

“Hold on…”

“Quantities are limited. No rain checks will be given. The customer is…”

“SHUT UP AND LISTEN TO THE MAN!” Jones screamed suddenly, silencing the Chief Assessor and almost causing Morales to leap out of his skin.

“Thank you, Yeoman,” Morales muttered as he tried to locate the remainder of his nerves. “As I was saying, Chief Assessor, the Falinorans have asked for our help, and we cannot just stand by and allow you to pillage this planet.”

“It’s ours.”

“The Falinorans don’t seem to think so.”

“We found it.”

“They were here first.”

“We didn’t collect them. Not valuable to us,” the Chief Assessor said.

“And that’s supposed to make this better?”

“Operators are standing by. Good day,” the Chief Assessor’s image on the Collector’s helmet abruptly vanished.

The Collector gestured at what was left of the Prime Minister’s office. “Shall I bag this up for you?”



“So do all Marines get big guns like that?” Gorikar asked eagerly as he walked along beside Colonel Lazlo through the main business district of the Falinoran capital city. On either side of them, a larger scale version of the scene in the Prime Minister’s office repeated itself as aliens of all varieties ripped furniture and furnishings out of the homes and buildings lining the street, taking their treasures to sporadically placed Collectors to complete their purchases.

Just in front of Lazlo and Gorikar, Private Kintasa and Lieutenant Sheppard warily watched the masses of people around them, their rifles at the ready.

“Some are bigger,” Lazlo said with a glint in his eyes.

“Ooooooooh!”

“No weapons are allowed on the sales floor,” a harsh male voice said from their left. The group turned to see a Collector approaching them, his black gloved hand raised as a warning. “Please check coats and firearms in orbit.”

“Check yourself into orbit, ball boy,” Lazlo snapped, knocking on the Collector’s helmet. “Federation Marines KEEP their weapons handy at all times.”

“Please obey our rules, or I may be forced to ask you to leave the store.”

“I’m quaking…really.”

“We have some lovely deals today, and it would be a shame if…”

“This isn’t your planet! Now get the hell out of here before I barbecue you,” Lazlo insisted.

“If you buy three lamps, the fourth is free. All food is twenty percent off. Closets of clothing await your perusal.”

“You aren’t paying any attention to me, are you?” Lazlo said.

“Hey! Hurry it up, ugly hairy man,” a diminutive alien woman said angrily, tapping Lazlo forcefully on the shoulder with one hand while her other held a pile of garments. “Some of us have places to be.”

“I will take the next customer now,” the Collector said placidly, pulling out his padd.

“Now you will not!” Lazlo said. “You’re leaving…NOW!”

“Next in line please.”

“That’s it!” Lazlo leveled his rifle and fired. The high-powered stun beam blasted the Collector off of his feet and slammed him into the wall of a nearby building before he slumped to the ground unconscious.

“There’s more of this for the rest of you, too!” Lazlo shouted at the alien looters. “Leave this world now!”

“How am I supposed to check out now?” the small alien woman demanded.

“You aren’t,” Lazlo sneered. “Now get!”

“ARRRGH!” the alien cried, launching herself at Lazlo. Before he could react, several more aliens charged his way, tackling him to the pavement and sending his rifle sliding away from him.

“Fire! Fire!” Lazlo screamed as Kintasa and Sheppard scrambled toward the nearest building, laying down cover fire as they went.

In the midst of the chaos, Gorikar, who as an insignificant Falinoran was basically being ignored, hesitantly picked up Lazlo’s rifle and aimed it at the mob pummeling the Colonel. Slowly, his finger pressed the trigger. A split-second later, a stun blast from the rifle seared into the horde attacking Lazlo, knocking a muscle-bound purple thing to the pavement.

Gorikar smiled. Now THIS was cool. His finger pressed the trigger again and again and again, pegging alien after alien until all that remained was a battered and dazed Colonel Lazlo. Lazlo staggered to his feet, stumbled over to Gorikar, and snatched the rifle away from him.

“That was fun!” the Falinoran exclaimed. “Can I shoot somebody else?”

“Maybe later,” Lazlo said. He turned his attention to the unconscious Collector slumped against the wall and made his way over there while Kintasa and Sheppard jogged up to join him.

“Are you all right, sir?” Sheppard asked.

“Fine, no thanks to you two.”

“We did prevent anyone else from attacking you,” Kintasa said. “We felt you could handle the other fifteen aliens yourself. You’ve always told us that a well-trained Federation Marine can single-handedly take on twenty…”

“All right,” Lazlo said, holding up his hand. “Just shoot them next time and save me the effort.” He squatted down in front of the insensate helmeted Collector. “Okay, blackie. Let’s see what you bastards really look like.”

Lazlo searched and, after finding a control latch at the base of the helmet, opened and removed the head gear, which he handed to Sheppard, revealing a nondescript humanoid male with a slight ridge along his cheek bones and eyebrows. Two patches of hair were missing on the Collector’s head where it appeared that some part of the helmet had been pressing down.

Gradually, the Collector began to regain consciousness. Suddenly, his eyes widened in fear as he stared at Lazlo. “Who are you!” He looked around frantically. “Where am I? Where’s Denaiu? Oh Great Gakinaks!”

“Pipe down, you Collector scumbag,” Lazlo demanded.

“Collector? I’m not… Oh no. They Collected me! NOOOOOOOOOOOO!” The alien broke down crying, burying his head in his hands.

“What does this mean?” Gorikar asked confused.

“Give me that,” Lazlo snapped, snatching the helmet back from Sheppard. He looked inside. “Those evil bastards,” he muttered.

“What? I don’t understand,” Gorikar said.

“Mind control,” Lazlo said, showing Gorikar the inside of the helmet, which contained a blinking device with two protrusions matching the bare patches on the alien’s head. “The Collectors must get new recruits from the planets they visit. Consider yourself lucky.”

“I don’t want to be a Collector.”

“Don’t worry, pal. I’ll kill you first.”

Gorikar didn’t think he liked that idea at all.



Back on the Wayward, Lieutenant Commander Porter watched the sensor readouts from the surface. Some familiar energy spikes caught his attention.

“I knew the man couldn’t keep it holstered,” he muttered.

“Did he shoot someone again?” Sergeant Kyle, who was currently sitting on the floor behind Porter fiddling with the beginnings of what he swore would eventually be a scale replica of the Wayward, asked disappointed. “He is so tense!”

“Is that what you call it?” Porter asked, reaching for the comm panel. “Wayward to Commander Morales.”

“Morales here,” Waystation’s first officer replied on the other end of the comm channel.

“Looks like Colonel Lazlo has been introducing some people to his style of play.”

“Does that mean what I think it means?” Morales said unhappily.

“If you think it means shots have been fired, then yes.”

Morales let out a long, loud sigh. “Beam us to Lazlo’s position. We haven’t been getting very far here anyway.”

“The Porter express departs now,” Porter said, activating the Wayward’s transporter.



Morales, Jones, and Ensign Laru materialized in the middle of devastation. Bodies had been strewn everywhere, and standing in the middle of it all, looking around with satisfaction, was Colonel Martin Lazlo.

“What have you done?” Morales gasped in horror.

“They attacked me first,” Lazlo said.

“SO?!?”

“So they had it coming. And I really only shot the Collector over there,” Lazlo said, pointing at the sobbing helmet-less alien sitting by a building.

“I shot a bunch of them!” Gorikar announced proudly.

“I thought Falinorans were a peaceful people,” Yeoman Jones said.

“I was but…his gun’s relaiks!”

“And relaiks is a good thing?” Jones asked confused.

“Oh yeah!”

Morales glared at Lazlo. “If Captain Beck were here…”

“Well, she’s not, Morales,” Lazlo shot back. “So you can’t go hiding behind her. And even if she was here, I’d…”

“What about the helmet?” Gorikar said.

“You’d what?” Morales said. “Behave yourself because otherwise she’d kick your ass.”

“I can take Lisa Beck any day.”

“That I’d like to see,” Jones said.

“Um…the helmet,” Gorikar said again.

“Name the day,” Lazlo said.

“Hey!” Morales said, holding up his hands. “None of this changes the fact that you zapped dozens of civilians.”

“Do you see any Falinorans stunned? I don’t think so.”

“I DON’T WANT TO BE COLLECTED BY THE BRAINWASHING HELMETS!” Gorikar wailed suddenly, sending the conversation to a screeching halt.

“Can you just wait a damn minute?” Lazlo snapped.

“What is he talking about?” Jones said.

“Hold on. Let’s get this command problem settled first,” Morales said.

“We don’t have a command problem,” Lazlo said. “I’m in command. You and your Starfleeters can run around and do whatever the hell you want. In the meantime, we’ll be taking down the Collectors.”

“I already told you, Colonel. You are not just running all over me. I…” Morales trailed off, turning to Gorikar. “Brainwashing helmets?”

“He got collected!” Gorikar said, pointing to the black-suited alien wailing by the building. “The helmet made him do it.”

“Where’s the helmet?” Morales asked, walking away from Lazlo.

“Morales! We weren’t finished!” Lazlo shouted.

Morales waved his arm distractedly as he headed over to the discarded helmet.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Lazlo demanded.

“Hmm…” Jones said thoughtfully. “I’d have to guess…go f*** yourself.”

The Colonel’s mustache twitched with fury as Jones and Laru moved off to join their commanding officer.



The dismantled Collector helmet lay spread out across the table in the Wayward’s situation room while Lieutenant Commander Porter examined the device’s innards, holding one of the contacts in his hand and scanning it with a tricorder.

“That explains that,” he muttered.

“What?” Commander Morales asked as he, Colonel Lazlo, and Gorikar stood by expectantly. Well, Lazlo was fuming still, but he insisted on being included in the proceedings.

“Why the Collectors told you they didn’t take any of the Falinorans. Their skin is far too thick for this to penetrate.”

“You mean I’m safe?” Gorikar said hopefully.

“From being Collected? Yes. I wouldn’t start taunting them in the streets, though. You aren’t phaser-proof.”

“Oh,” Gorikar said deflated.

“What can we do about it?” Morales asked. “They could have hundreds of people enslaved under those helmets.”

“We have to take out the mothership,” Lazlo said firmly. “Once it’s gone, the rest will be a mop-up operation…assuming any of the remaining Collectors are brave enough to stick around.”

“I’m not trying to kill them, Lazlo. We want to free them.”

“I think a fairly powerful EM pulse should disrupt the helmets,” Porter said. “I need to focus the frequency a bit, so we aren’t just wasting energy on bands that aren’t going to do anything.”

“How would we deliver the pulse?” Morales asked.

“It’s up to you. Phaser, deflector dish, bomb. You name it.”

Morales thought for a moment. “Colonel, you still want to attack that mothership?”

“Hell yes.”

“You’ll be getting your chance, but you’re carrying some cargo.”

Lazlo smiled. “I may get to like you after all, Morales.”



Cramped was a generous description for the Wayward’s engineering section. In order to squeeze as much living space as possible into the ship, engineering had been reduced to little more than a closet containing the warp core, a few status consoles, and hatches to the jefferies tubes leading to the impulse drive. As it was, engineering was just big enough for a person to squeeze around the core while working, but with both Porter and Morales in the room, claustrophobia was setting in fast.

“I gotta get out of here,” Porter muttered as he lay on the deck, his arms deep inside the panel leading to the deflector relays.

“I’ll leave if you’d like,” Morales said from a few inches away where he worked on the phaser settings.

“Oh no. You aren’t getting out of here unless it’s an emergency.”

“Laru to Commander Morales. You’d better get up here!” the comm system barked.

Morales smiled weakly. “Be careful what you wish for. What’s the problem, Ensign?”

“The Collectors just hailed us. They evidently know what Colonel Lazlo did on the surface. We’re to leave Falinoran space immediately or we’ll be destroyed. Five Collector ships are closing on our position.”

“Any word from Lazlo’s team?”

“Not since they beamed to the Collector’s mothership.”

Morales made one final adjustment in the phaser systems, then closed up the panel, tossing his tools aside. “I’ll be right there.” He looked down at Porter. “How long on the deflector?”

“Two maybe three minutes?”

“Let me know as soon as you’re done.”

“Nah. I thought I’d keep it a secret,” Porter quipped as Morales raced out of Engineering. “OUCH! That was my leg!”

“Sorry!” Morales called back, running down the corridor.



Quiet. Eerily quiet. Colonel Lazlo found the silence unsettling as he and his Marines charged through the corridors of the Collectors’ mothership. As expected, everything was black, but lit well enough for the team to navigate without much trouble.

What was troubling was the knowledge that the Collectors could be anywhere. Damn carpeted decks. It made hearing approaching footsteps almost impossible.

“Pick up the pace, Kyle,” Lazlo barked at his executive assistant, who was currently laboring under the weight of a large bomb strapped to his back.

“This is heavy!” Kyle wailed back. “Why couldn’t Kintasa have carried it?”

“Because he can actually shoot straight. And we all are carrying packs, Kyle. You just happen to be the one with the bomb.”

“Well, Commander Morales could have beamed us in somewhere closer to our target.”

“I set the coordinates myself, Mister. You got a problem with that?”

“Not anymore,” Kyle said quickly.

“Another hundred yards, and we’ll be at the exact center of the ship,” Lieutenant Sheppard reported, checking the scanner mounted on her rifle. A blast suddenly seared over her shoulder from behind, nearly slamming into her head.

The team scattered, diving for cover (and Kyle just fleeing for his life) as a squad of black clad Collectors charged up the Corridor after them, their collective footfalls colliding soundlessly against the deck.

“This ship just isn’t natural,” Lazlo muttered.

“I thought that was a given,” Kintasa said. “I mean, it’s not a bioship and…”

“Just start shooting, Private!” Lazlo turned his head back toward Kyle, who was cowering at the end of the corridor. “Deploy that thing!”

“Going!” Kyle shouted back, crawling as low to the floor as he could as he rounded a corner. He scrambled to slide the bomb off of his back and looked over the control interface, which consisted of one large red button labeled “PRESS TO DETONATE.”

“Simple enough,” Kyle said to himself and pressed the button. The text of the label shifted to read “NOW RUN!!!”

“AHHH!” Kyle screamed, jumping to his feet and tearing back around the corner, right into a battlezone. “RUN! RUN! It’s going to blow!”

“It’s not going to hurt us,” Lazlo snapped, pulling Kyle down out of the line of fire. “It’s just a pulse.”

A split second later, the team felt a wave of energy rush over them, expanding outward from the device throughout the entire mothership. The Collectors down the corridor from the team staggered backwards, shaking their heads in confusion. The Marines’ rifles immediately stopped firing, their circuitry fried by the pulse.

“Move out!” Lazlo ordered standing up and running past the dazed Collectors, the other Marines close behind. “Morales said we’d need to be close to the hull for beam out due to interference from the pulse. Go! Go!”

“STOP!” a voice commanded. Suddenly, the red-clad Chief Assessor stepped out in front of the Marines from an adjoining corridor with ten more black-clad Collectors close behind.

“Um…wasn’t that pulse supposed to stop the brainwashing thingy?” Kyle asked confused.

“Some of us are actual Collectors,” the Chief Assessor said. “And I am really NOT happy about this. You have seriously harmed my acquisitions.”

“Prisoners, you mean,” Lazlo said.

“Consider yourselves collected,” the Chief Assessor said, gesturing for his Collectors to move in.

“Don’t do it,” Lazlo said, holding up his rifle menacingly.

“I have internal sensors, you know. Your weapons no longer work.”

Lazlo tossed his gun aside. “So you know that, huh?” A slow smile spread across his face. “What about these?”

In one fluid motion, Lazlo, Kintasa, and Sheppard reached back to their backpacks and tapped a control. A hatch in the backpack opened, sending phasers sliding out into their hands.

“Shielded packs,” Lazlo said, pointing his phaser directly at the Chief Assessor’s helmet. “You want to rethink the whole collecting idea yet?”

The Chief Assessor and his Collectors exchanged quick glances, then ran for their lives.

“Great!” Kyle exclaimed. “Let’s get out of here!”

“Frag first. Leave later,” Lazlo said menacingly just before charging off after the Chief Assessor followed by Kintasa and Sheppard.

“Wait!” Kyle cried. “I don’t have a gun!”



The Wayward barrel-rolled to port, phasers firing as three Collector ships scattered to avoid the blasts.

“They’re moving to regroup,” Ensign Laru said, watching the tactical readouts on her console as Commander Morales leveled the Wayward off and gunned the engines, sending the ship weaving over and under several of the alien vessels orbiting Falinor.

“How many left?” Morales asked.

“Twelve.”

“Why couldn’t they have gotten the hint after we stopped the first five?” Morales muttered.

“Frankly, I think that just pissed them off.”

“Touchy touchy.”

“Porter to Morales. The deflector is ready!”

“Finally!” Morales exclaimed.

“Hey! If you want to trying reconfiguring an entire deflector array in a space the size of your right nostril, feel free,” Lieutenant Commander Porter reported.

“Does that mean my right is bigger or smaller than my left?”

“I’ve got an idea. I won’t try to fly this crate if you don’t try to tell jokes. Deal?”

“Just find something to hang onto,” Morales said. He slapped his hand down on the console, closing the comm channel then refocused on the crisis at hand.

“They’re closing in,” Laru said.

“That’s the general idea,” Morales replied, watching the mob of twelve Collector ships slowly starting to overtake them.

“Um…I don’t mean to question you, sir, but the deflector’s on the front of the ship. I don’t see how having them blasting our aft to bits is going to help any.”

“Arm the torpedoes, Ensign. Full spread.”

Laru looked out the front viewport where the massive Collector mothership loomed ahead of them. “Um…”

“Trust me,” Morales said firmly.

“Ooookay,” Laru said, obeying the command. “Torpedoes ready.”

Morales didn’t respond. His stare never wavered from the ship in front of him.

“Sir?”

“Fire!” Morales shouted suddenly, slamming the Wayward to full impulse. Laru was barely able to hit the launch trigger before she was thrown back against her seat.

The Wayward zoomed ahead, streaking past its own torpedoes which arced along their path toward the mothership, soon filling the space around the vessel with several blinding explosions.

Morales, meanwhile, sent the Wayward looping around the mothership, coming around on a direct heading toward the smaller Collector vessels just as the torpedo explosions subsided.

“Activate deflector,” he ordered. A moment later, a massive pulse of energy flared from the Wayward’s deflector dish, spreading outward until the group of Collector vessels was completely engulfed. The ships began veering off on erratic vectors as chaos reigned on their command decks.

“Try and get a message through to the pilots explaining their situation,” Morales said, steering the Wayward back toward the mothership. “Morales to Porter. We’re heading back for Lazlo and his team.”

“Awww…do we have to?” Porter’s voice replied.

“Sir, we’re being hailed,” Laru interrupted. “It’s the Chief Assessor.”

“On screen,” Morales said surprised as he turned to his monitor.

The image shifted, revealing total blackness. Gradually, Morales realized that it was the helmet of the Chief Assessor practically pressed against the camera.

“Yes, Chief Assessor?”

“FOR YOIK’S SAKE, CALL HIM OFF! CALL HIM OFF!!!”



“First Officer’s Log. Stardate 53703.6. I guess there are times when gunship diplomacy works. Actually, in this case, it was gun-toting Marine diplomacy, but the end result is what matters. Faced with a ship full of confused aliens no longer under his control and a band of angry Marines stalking him through his own domain, the Chief Assessor has agreed to leave Falinor immediately. In fact, he’s already left along with the forty or so Collectors on his ship that were actually of his species. The other 700 aliens ‘collected’ by the Collectors were unceremoniously beamed down to Falinor and abandoned. Some have taken the smaller Collector craft left behind and started their journeys back home. Others have remained to help the Falinorans to rebuild while they wait to be retrieved by their homeworlds.

“For his role in the liberation of Falinor, Gorikar has been declared a hero by the Prime Minister. From what Yeoman Jones tells me, the hero spent most of our battle with the Collectors’ ships cowering under a table in the mess hall while she comforted him. He’s going to have to get over that soon, since he’s been put in command of the newly-formed Falinoran Defense Force. On the one hand, I’m sorry to see their peaceful way of life altered like this, but I guess it’s a lot better than watching the Collectors sell off their entire planet.

“Following his attack on the Collectors’ mothership, Lazlo has been much more relaxed. Lieutenant Commander Porter says this means we just need to let the Marines out for some exercise every once in a while…preferably in really dangerous places. I promised him I’d present the idea to Captain Beck. I think she’ll be all for it. I want to try something a little different, though.”



Seated in the Wayward’s small ready room, Commander Morales tried to lean his chair back, resulting in a nasty blow to the head as he collided with the wall directly behind the desk. He knew they were in vogue now, but Morales really had to wonder if it was worth putting a ready room on a ship this small, particularly when it barely had enough room to hold a desk and chair as well as the backup transporter alcove.

The door chime sounded, adding to the ringing in his ears. “Come in,” he called, rubbing his sore skull. Colonel Lazlo stepped inside, scowling as he eyed Morales suspiciously.

“Jones said you wanted to see me,” the Marine said.

“Yeah,” Morales replied. “I wanted to talk to you about Falinor.”

“Not this again.”

“You did a nice job.”

Lazlo had raised his hand, prepared to protest emphatically, but it dropped back to his side as Morales’s words registered.

“You want to run that by me again?”

“I know I went after you on the surface, but you and your men really came through. I don’t know how willing the Chief Assessor would have been to leave if you hadn’t been there.”

“You mean we scared the hell out of him,” Lazlo said.

“Your methods are definitely different than mine,” Morales replied.

Lazlo smiled slightly. “Ours work.”

“Sometimes. But that was it. I just wanted to give credit where credit is due.”

Lazlo stood there for a moment, eyeing Morales. “Thank you,” he said finally.

“You’re welcome.”

“Now let me tell you something,” Lazlo said.

Morales blanched. Oh no. What now? Why couldn’t Lazlo just accept the olive branch Morales offered and leave?

“Your people like you. They like you because you’re nice,” Lazlo said, not hiding his distaste for the word “nice.” “But nice is only going to do so much. When you run into somebody who doesn’t give a damn about nice, you’re a dead man.”

Morales opened his mouth to protest, but Lazlo continued before Morales could make a sound. “But you’ve got more going on. I’ve seen it a few times. Like when the Starshine Kids took the station. And here as well. Do yourself a favor, Morales. Dump the nice and be the commander. It may not get you liked, but if you do it well, you’ll get respect, which is a hell of a lot more valuable out here. Think about it.”

Lazlo turned on his heel and left the ready room, leaving Morales alone. Funny. He’d never thought of himself as commanding. He’d been forced into the role when Waystation was built and never really felt comfortable there. Or did he? He certainly hadn’t had any doubts about his plan to deal with the Collectors. Hmmm…Lazlo was right about one thing. He’d definitely need to think about it.

“Porter to Morales,” the comm system barked suddenly.

“Go ahead.”

“We’re entering solar system Beta-837-J. The third planet is Class M, but our scans are showing large numbers of huge reptilian creatures roaming around down there.”

“Dinosaurs?” Morales asked.

“Or something very close. Lazlo wants to take his people down and have a look.”

“Permission granted.”

“What?” Porter said surprised.

“He can beam down,” Morales said. If Lazlo wanted to run from the dinosaurs, Morales was happy to let him. It was the least he could do to repay the Colonel for the advice.

“But keep the transporters on standby,” Morales added. “I have a feeling they’ll want to come back in a hurry.”

“Yes, sir,” Porter replied crisply, then closed the comm channel.

Sir. Now that he thought about, Morales realized he actually liked being called that. Who would have thought it?

As a smile spread across his face, Morales leaned back in his chair to enjoy command.

THUNK.

“OW!”



THE END






Waiting for the Other Shoe…



“Science Officer’s Log. Stardate 53742.6. This was not my fault. Ever since I accidentally opened that breach into the Happy Universe, I’ve gotten blamed for every bit of scientific weirdness that has hit this station. ‘Whoops. The consoles are melting. What did you do, Porter?’ ‘Hey! Where are my arms? Craig!’ Well not this time! I did not have anything to do with this one…”



YESTERDAY…



Captain Lisa Beck tightly gripped the edge of the science/operations console as once again Waystation bucked violently under the barrage buffeting its hull.

“Just a little spatial disturbance, huh Craig?” she grumbled at the console’s operator, Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter.

“I’m not a weatherman,” Porter replied, watching the spiking energy readouts of the storm outside. It had looked so innocuous in the beginning. A small distortion that would pass by the station in moments.

But then the disturbance decided to stick around…and grow…exponentially. Until now…

ZAPOW!

The power in ops flickered again as another massive blast of energy arced out of the storm and slammed against what remained of the station’s shields.

At the tactical console across ops from Porter and Beck, Lieutenant Sean Russell turned several shades of green as the deck rolled beneath him. His knuckles had long since turned white from clutching the sides of his console.

“Report!” Captain Beck shouted at him.

Russell refocused on his monitors. “Shields are at…”

KAPOW!”

“…forget that! Shields are down!”

Beck stumbled over to the station’s status console where her first officer, Commander Walter Morales, was being flooded with frantic comms from around the station and the few docked ships that hadn’t made a run for it once the storm began unleashing its fury.

“Get everyone to the middle sections,” Beck ordered.

“Already on it,” Morales replied quickly. “But Bradley Dillon has commed at least eight times. He’s wants exclusive merchandising rights should this turn into an all-out crisis.”

“I’ve got some bad news for you. It’s already at that point,” Beck said. Alien attackers were one thing, but being trapped at the mercy of some natural phenomenon made her feel so helpless. How was she supposed to fight back against a storm?

“Captain!” Morales cried suddenly, breaking into her thoughts. “The Knievel just cleared moorings. They’re making a break for it.”

“On screen,” Beck said, spinning around to face the large viewscreen on the front wall of ops as Morales switched the image to show the Knoxville-class vessel pulling away from one of the upper saucer’s docking ports. Almost instantly, it was knocked hard to starboard by distortions from the storm.

“They’re going to get fried,” Russell muttered.

“Try obliterated,” Porter said. “That ship is way too small to handle…”

Before Porter could even complete his statement, the storm went after the Knievel in earnest, blasting the ship with a searing-white bolt of energy. Beck watched in horror as one of the craft’s nacelles was ripped clean off, then exploded.

“Morales, get those people out of there!”

“They’ve got a core breach in progress!” Porter shouted.

“MORALES!”

“Energizing!”

Morales’s hands frantically worked the transporter controls on his console just as a plasma stream erupted from the Knievel’s hull. Seconds later, the entire ship exploded in a massive surge, rocking the unshielded station yet again.

“We just saw our future if this thing doesn’t move on soon,” Beck said grimly. “Anyone know how to appease mother nature?”

“I learned a rain dance in elementary school once,” Russell said.

“No help, but we’ll keep that in mind for the next drought,” Beck replied as the station rocked again.

Porter chuckled, then trailed off as he looked at the storm’s energy readouts from the last several minutes. What the…

ZAPOOOOW!

Another searing blast lanced at the station, this time searing into the unshielded hull of the upper saucer.

“Damage report!” Beck shouted.

Porter tore himself away from the science scans long enough to check his operations readouts. “Hull integrity is still intact, but barely. I’ve got teams on the way to reinforce the damaged sections, and I’m pulling more power to the structural integrity field.”

“Which isn’t going to do a whole hell of a lot if we get hit again,” Beck said as Porter turned back to his scans. He checked the readouts again from the explosion of the Knievel. The storm’s energy center had visibly shifted…toward the explosion!

“We’re just going to have to try to disrupt this thing,” he heard Beck say. “Russell, launch a full spread of torpedoes. Three second firing delay. Morales, tell everyone to hold on. This is going to be ugly.”

“Stop!” Porter exclaimed suddenly. “It’s us! We’re powering the storm!”

“Craig, we don’t have a lot of time here,” Beck said. “Talk and talk quickly.”

“The storm veered toward the explosion of the Knievel. It was attracted to the energy. Before the storm got here, it was quite small. Since it’s arrival, it’s intensified immensely. It’s feeding off of us. If we fire those torpedoes…”

“We’ll have officially created a monster,” Beck said. “New plan. Shut it down. All of it! Porter, lead the storm somewhere more nourishing please.”

“Working on it,” Porter replied, his hands flying across his console as he issued the commands to shut down almost all of Waystation’s power. With that done and the power-down sequence commencing, he reworked one of the station’s long-range probes, upping its power usage to maximum. The probe would burn itself out in a matter of days, but it would be enough to get to a high-energy pulsar. In the meantime, relative to the dormant Waystation, it would radiate energy like a supernova.

The rocking of the station slowed, gradually disappearing all together as the crew stood in the darkened ops, illuminated only by the slight glow coming from Porter’s console.

“Probe away,” he said finally as he watched the device streak away from the station on his monitor. The storm, which was already rapidly shrinking, moved off in pursuit, soon moving out of range all together.

“Craig?” Beck said.

“I’m bringing life-support and emergency power back up now. We’ll need to do the rest gradually so that we don’t accidentally draw that thing back.”

“How long?”

“Hard to say. I wouldn’t feel comfortable bringing full power back online until tomorrow morning, though,” Porter replied.

“Then I guess we’re roughing it this evening,” Beck said. “But I’ll take it over the alternative.”

“Considering the alternative was becoming space debris, I’d agree,” Commander Morales said.

“I want a full damage survey tomorrow morning,” Beck said.

“I’ll take care of it,” Porter said nodding.

“Good. And nice job, Porter,” Beck said. “Even if you did completely blow your weather forecast,” she added with smirk.



By the time evening rolled around, power had been restored station-wide to the lighting and turbolift systems as well as the more critical computer systems; however Lieutenant Commander Porter still hadn’t felt comfortable with the idea of bringing the primary or secondary power cores online. The probe should have led the storm a good distance away by now, but why risk drawing it back?

With the situation stabilized, Porter decided to go ahead and attend a meeting of his creative anachronisms group. He’d joined the group several weeks earlier after hearing Lieutenant Russell talk about seeing a bunch of men and women in armor waiting to use the holodeck. Porter had read a bit about the medieval period as a child, but never really thought much about it. Somehow the idea of actually engaging in holodeck games with other people sounded intriguing. His social life certainly wasn’t providing him with anything else to do.

The mood of the other group members when Porter arrived in the multi-purpose room in the Starfleet Conference Facility used for meetings pretty much matched that of most people he’d encountered since the storm: pissed off. Some people just didn’t know when to show a little gratitude. Here they were still alive due to the actions of the command crew, but all they cared about was that their precious replicators were offline. Well, that and one other thing…

As the meeting came to order, Richard Theroll, one of the bureaucrats assigned to Waystation’s colonization administration office and the group’s leader, stepped to the front of the room to face his dejected members. “Well, we WERE going to battle the dragons of Halonia this evening,” he said, fixing Porter with a pointed glare, “but our holodecks seem to be offline for some unknown reason.”

Porter sank a little deeper in his chair as fifteen armor-clad men and women all turned and pointed at him in unison. “You’re alive, aren’t you?” he muttered.

“Therefore,” Theroll continued, “we’re going to try something a little different tonight. Many ages ago, our ancestors who did not own armor and who were not fortunate enough to live in the time of holography would still battle dragons and free peasants from tyranny, but they did so in their imaginations. We’re going to do that tonight.”

“How are we supposed to fight in our minds?” Gial Kiliana, a lab technician from the Academy Research Annex, asked.

“With these!” Theroll replied, holding out a handful on small multi-sided objects. “Dice!”

The other members sat in silence for several moments.

“I think I need to polish my armor,” Ensign Mike Waits, one of Lieutenant Sean Russell’s security officers, said finally. It was quickly followed by a cacophony of other excuses and clanking metal as the members beat a hasty retreat from the room leaving only Theroll and Porter…and that narcaleptic Tellarite. Theroll’s eyes blazed as he stared unflinchingly at Porter.

“See you next week,” Porter said with a half-wave, then got the hell out of there before Theroll got his hands on a weapon. So much for creative anachronisms. Ungrateful louts. Next time the station was under attack, Porter was going to personally see to it that they were beamed over to the attacking ship to fight. They’d see just how well a sword did against phasers.



Porter looked across the primary engineering section of Waystation’s upper saucer at Lieutenant J.G. Oliver Mason, who was standing at the main EPS status board. Mason gave Porter a nod and a thumbs-up.

“All right, ops. We’re all set down here,” Porter said, turning his attention back to the console positioned in front of the primary core, a massive cylindrical structure stretching up ten decks through Waystation’s upper saucer. The matter-anti-matter reactions in this one core powered the entire station, which was a great deal more convenient than the scattered array of smaller fusion reactors that had powered Waystation’s pre-refit configuration.

In the case of a problem with the primary core, a slightly-smaller secondary core stood on stand-by in the lower saucer. Of course, due to the storm, both cores had been taken offline, a situation that Porter planned to rectify right now. Besides, after an entire night of dealing with a station at minimal power, the residents were ready to revolt.

“We’re all set up here,” Captain Beck’s voice replied. “Everybody hope for clear skies.”

“Commencing crossing of fingers,” Porter said, typing the first couple of commands to begin the core initialization sequence. The engineering section, which until that point had been unnaturally quiet, filled with the growing (and quite soothing) thrum of the reactions beginning in the core as the glowing energies within the intermix chamber swirled.

So far, so good.

Then, out of nowhere, the core’s energy readings spiked. Before Porter could get out the beginnings of a warning, a wave shot out of the core in all directions, rippling through the station and all of the people in it.

Just as quickly as it began, the spike vanished as the ripple passed out of the station and dissipated.

“Craig, what was that?” Beck said confused.

“A ripple, Captain.”

“And why did we just ripple?”

“I’m not sure,” Porter said, looking over his readings. “Everything’s normal down here currently. I’m not seeing any damage to the core or other systems. Or us for that matter. Rippling felt a bit weird, but I think we’re fine.”

“I’m sure Doctor Nelson will value your medical expertise on the subject,” Beck replied.

“Oh yeah. I’m sure,” Porter remarked. “I’m going to run a few checks down here, then bring up the secondary core. After that, I’ll do that external damage check.”

“Sounds like your day is packed. You do have a staff, you know.”

“There are just certain things I’d prefer to handle myself,” Porter said.

“Understood. Ops out,” Beck’s voice replied.



The secondary core came up without incident…or ripples. With Waystation back up to full power, Porter headed to the main docking bay where he’d arranged to meet Lt. J.G. Mason for a runabout survey of the station. Mason jogged into the bay and up the ramp into the Runabout Cumberland several minutes later, shaking his head and chuckling.

“Don’t tell me I missed something good,” Porter said as he finished the pre-flight check.

“Some people just weren’t meant to have technology,” Mason replied, sliding into the co-pilot’s seat beside Porter.

“One of our oh-so-wonderful residents called engineering a bit ago with a replicator problem. The guy ordered his lunch, ate it, then turned back to his replicator to find his plate of lunch sitting there uneaten.”

“Wait,” Porter said confused. “His plate or another one?”

“His plate. He says the plate he just finished was gone.”

“Wait a minute. Isn’t it possible that he just imagined eating it in the first place and that the plate on the replicator was actually his original lunch?”

“The thought crossed his mind,” Mason replied. “So he ate the second plate. Same thing happened.”

“Oookay. What did he expect you to do about it?”

“Tell his replicator not to clean up his dishes without telling him and to have it stop encouraging him to eat more.”

“I hope you gave it a good scolding,” Porter said sarcastically.

“You know it. But like I said, some people just shouldn’t be allowed near technology.”

“On that note, let’s go check on some of our technology,” Porter said as he steered the Cumberland out of the docking bay and into the space around Waystation. He brought the craft up and over the upper saucer, skimming along the saucer’s surface until he spotted the long streak of scoring caused by yesterday’s storm.

“Looks pretty nasty from here,” Mason said, peering out the viewport. “But the underlying conduits seem to be intact.”

“What about hull integrity?”

Mason turned to the scanners. “Hard to tell. The space around us is still fairly energized from the storm. We’re getting a lot of interference.”

“I’m going down to take a closer look then,” Porter said, putting the runabout to station-keeping above the saucer and heading toward the supply locker. He removed an EVA suit, which he quickly slipped into.

“See what you can do with the sensors up here,” Porter said, programming coordinates into the Cumberland’s small transporter. “Be back in a bit.” He tapped a final command, stepped into the transport chamber, then dematerialized, rematerializing moments later on the saucer itself.

From this angle, the scoring seemed to stretch off into infinity. Once he ascertained the extent of the damage, Porter’s first priority would be to get some teams out here to put things back to their original condition. The large black streak had to go.

Porter whipped out his tricorder and started to scan. He was close enough to the damaged region to actually get some readings. The hull had definitely been weakened by the blasts. Actually, he was surprised that the pressure from within coupled with him clunking around on the hull hadn’t…

The readout on his tricorder went berserk at the hull directly beneath his feet began to give way. A split-second later, it ruptured, the force of venting atmosphere from the station blasting him upward past the Cumberland and out into space. Porter tumbled helplessly, trying to right himself with the EVA suit jets…

…then all of a sudden he was back on the hull, which was still intact. It was scored, but intact. Wasting no time, Porter slapped the emergency beam out beacon on his suit and returned to the runabout.

Mason was up out of his chair, gaping. “What the hell!”

“I have no idea,” Porter said, pushing the fact that he’d almost been killed out of his head as he rushed to the sensors. “Maybe a time warp. Could be some chronometric…” He trailed off as he got to work on the sensors, further refining Mason’s efforts to clear the view. The interference was thick, but none of it was chronometric. He finally managed to compensate, leaving him with a clear sensor picture…a clear picture completely without chronometric particles.

“So much for that,” Porter muttered. He thought for a bit. If it had been a time warp, why hadn’t the ship’s chronometers or the one in his tricorder been affected. Why did he and Mason remember what happened? Under standard temporal mechanics theory, this couldn’t happen and not leave some sort of trace.

“Get some teams up here to repair the hull. That’s top priority for them.”

“What about the…glitch?” Mason asked hesitantly.

“The sensors didn’t pick up anything. I guess the only thing we can do is wait and see if it happens again,” Porter replied.

“What if it doesn’t?”

“It will. Trust me,” Porter said as he steered the runabout back toward the docking bay.



As the head of a massive corporation with interests spanning across most of the Alpha Quadrant, Bradley Dillon was a busy man, to put it mildly. Waiting for him on his desk currently were three separate business proposals from people eager for him to invest in their projects, a prospectus for the further expansion of Dillon’s Supply Depot, and notes concerning a conference call he had scheduled for later in the afternoon regarding the possibility of starting his own passenger ship line to compete with those twits over at Simms Ship Lines who wouldn’t know luxury if they were dropped into it on their heads.

Despite all of these pressing items, Bradley felt the need every so often to check on things at the front lines, which, in this case, meant dropping by the Dillon’s Supply Depot in Starfleet Square Mall. This store, in its original incarnation, had been the beginning of his current empire, and, since it was located on the same station as Dillon Enterprises’ headquarters, Bradley demanded that it be the flagship store of his franchise.

That said, he was a little concerned about a couple of the new employees his store manager had hired. Ansola had made solid enough decisions so far during her tenure as manager, but everyone made mistakes, particularly when it came to judging people. Bradley, however, had always felt that he was able to read people fairly quickly, which had come in quite handy during his days in the cutthroat field of used spacecraft sales, and his gut was telling him that there was something not quite right about the two Skevians currently manning the store.

Not wishing to draw undue attention to himself, Bradley strolled casually into Dillon’s Supply Depot, which was surprisingly deserted for a mid-afternoon. One lone Liseppian male hovered near the holo-projector aisle, eyeing the merchandise completely without assistance from one of Bradley’s employees. The two employees in question were currently leaning on their elbows on the front counter, gazing out at the people passing in the mall.

As Bradley approached, he could hear bits of their conversation.

“You must be joking. She wouldn’t even look at Russell.”

“Come on, Dant’A. You know his reputation. They’ve known each other a long time. I say he banged her.”

“Yeoman Jones? But she looks so sweet.”

“That doesn’t mean she’s not a wildcat when you…”

Bradley had heard enough. “What are you two doing?” he demanded. The two Skevians looked up at him through half-lidded eyes. Actually, all Skevians eyes were half-lidded, making the entire species appear tired or to be under the influence of narcotics.

The Skevian called Dant’A stood up quickly. “Mister Dillon! Sorry about that. Ra’Andyl and I just got into a conversation for a moment about…”

“Oh quit your babbling,” Ra’Andyl said, straightening his posture with a slow stretch. “Mister Dillon, you’re a high-powered individual, aren’t you? In contact with those in the know.”

“I generally am the one in the know,” Bradley replied, unsure where this was headed.

“Good. Then you’re just the man to answer my question.”

“Which is?”

“Has Lieutenant Russell ever banged Yeoman Jones?”

“Ra’Andyl!” Dant’A shouted.

“What? It’s a fair question.”

Bradley’s fists clenched reflexively. “If I ever come in here again and see you two…” He trailed off as he noticed the Liseppian tossing a furtive look over his shoulder, then head out of the holo-projector aisle and out of the store. “He just took something!” Bradley said, charging down the holo-projector aisle, then toward the exit.

“That was too close,” Dant’A said. “Keep it up, and you’re going to get us fired.”

“Fired? Me?” Ra’Andyl said. “You’re the one who couldn’t put together a coherent sentence in front of our employer. Some head cashier you are.”

“Forget it. Just forget it,” Dant’A said tiredly.

“Already forgotten.” The two sat silent for a few seconds. “I still say he banged her.”



Bradley ran out of the door of Dillon’s Supply Depot into Starfleet Square Mall. This was perhaps a tad undignified behavior for one of the wealthiest beings in the known galaxy, but he was not above taking action to protect his assets. He’d run down the holo-projector aisle on his way out of the store and saw that a top-of-the-line Daystrom Devices Holo-Jam 4000 was missing from the shelves. The Holo-Jams were so expensive that each Dillon’s Supply Depot kept only one in stock. Unfortunately, the device was small enough that fiends like this Liseppian could abscond with it relatively easily.

The noise from the crowds milling through the mall covered the sound of his footfalls as he approached the Liseppian, who was strolling toward the nearest turbolift, a pack slung casually over his shoulder.

Bradley grabbed onto him, spinning the surprised alien around. “Security!” Bradley shouted as the Liseppian’s eyes widened in alarm. He pulled against Bradley, trying to free his arm from the Dillon Enterprises’ CEO’s iron grip. “SECURITY!”

“Okay. What’s all this about?” Security Officer Ensign Mike Waits said, stepping over to the pair. He was already in a bad mood after having his weekly Medieval combat night ruined by the power outage, so dealing with some petty squabble was not real high on his list of things to do.

“This miscreant just robbed my store!”

“We’ll see about that,” Waits replied.

“Are you doubting me? Do you know who I am?”

“I’m well aware of your identity, Mister Dillon. But throwing around words like ‘miscreant’ is not going to impress me any. We have a little thing in the Federation called due process. Innocent until proven guilty.”

“Check his bag!” Bradley demanded, snatching the shoulder pack off of the Liseppian. “Inside you will find a very valuable Holo-Jam 4000 taken from Dillon’s Supply Depot not five minutes ago!”

“May I look in your bag, sir?” Waits asked professionally.

Cronlo, the Liseppian in question, inwardly grimaced. This was it. If he let this Starfleeter look in the bag, he’d see the Holo-Jam. If he didn’t let him look in the bag, he’d probably be arrested on suspicious of larceny, at which point the bag would be searched anyway. Cronlo handed the bag over to Waits, who looked inside.

“This is an empty bag, Mister Dillon,” Waits said flatly.

“WHAT?” Bradley cried, peering side. He jammed his hand into the bag, feeling for a secret compartment. Nothing.

“You’re free to go, sir. Sorry for the trouble,” Waits said with a curt nod of his head. Cronlo, who was at that moment incredibly confused, raced off down the concourse.

“But I saw him put it in there,” Bradley said. “Come with me!” He charged back to Dillon’s Supply Depot, followed by an unamused Waits, then led the officer down the holo-projector aisle.

“Look! The Holo-Jam is…” Bradley gaped at the shelf. “…right where it’s supposed to be,” he finished softly, looking that the gleaming piece of expensive technology sitting in its proper place on the shelf. “How…” He stormed up to the counter, where Dant’A and Ra’Andyl were still standing.

“You saw that Liseppian steal the Holo-Jam! Tell the officer!”

“Sorry, Mister Dillon,” Ra’Andyl said. “But I didn’t see that, and I wouldn’t want to be called a liar. You came in here yelling at us, then you ran out the door yelling some more. It was strange behavior, really. Are you getting enough sleep?”

“If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be returning to my patrol,” Waits said, shooting a quick glare at Bradley, then heading out of the store.

“I think…,” Ra’Andyl began.

“AHH!” Bradley shouted, holding up his hands. “No more!”

“But…”

“AHHHH!” Bradley clapped his hands over his ears and charged out the exit.

“You know,” Ra’Andyl said, turning to Dant’A. “I worry about that guy.”

Dant’A sighed and slouched over the counter to resume his boredom.



After returning to the docking bay, Lieutenant Commander Porter and Lieutenant J.G. Mason headed back to the Upper Saucer Engineering to run a few internal scans relating to hull integrity around the area of scoring on the hull.



Surprisingly, the room was almost entirely empty when they entered, with one lone ensign watching the status board.

“Did I miss the announcement of the afternoon coffee break?” Porter asked.

“I guess we both did,” Mason replied, heading over to a nearby console. He pulled up the current standing repair request listing. “We’ve got five people shoring up force fields under the damaged area. And everybody else is…” Mason started chuckling.

“What?” Porter asked.

“Looks like the replicator problems are going around. There are thirty calls here about food mysteriously reappearing. And the science labs are having trouble as well. Reactions not occurring, and such. They’re blaming us.”

“They figured me out. I’ve secretly sabotaged all of their experiments,” Porter said. “I will be the ONLY scientist on the station. HA HA HA!”

“Very convincing, sir.”

“Thanks. I just hit maniacal laughter in my How To Be A Villain correspondence course. Next week is mustache twirling,” Porter replied, heading toward the exit. “I’m heading to ops to see if I can’t figure out what the hell is going on around here.”

“Are we even sure that something is actually going on? Looks like random events to me.”

“There’s a pattern, Mason. And as soon as I figure out what it is, I’ll let you know.”



Was this some kind of cosmic joke? Divine intervention to prevent his arrest? Cronlo had no idea. He took another lick of his soup on a stick as he sat in Starfleet Square Mall’s food court considering the empty shoulder pack on the table in front of him.

How could it be empty? He’d prepared this bag himself, creating a special shielded liner that would render its contents invisible to the scanning security systems in most stores and on Waystation itself. Then he’d gone into Dillon’s, put the Holo-Jam in his bag, and slipped out. He remembered each event clearly, so how in all that was Liseppian could it not be in his bag?

There was only one thing for it. He had to try again.

Cronlo made his way back to Dillon’s Supply Depot and took a furtive look inside. Bradley Dillon was nowhere to be seen, and the store’s two employees where behind the counter locked in some argument about the past relationships of one of their current girlfriends by the sound of it.

He moved through the Dillon’s aisles looking for another tempting item. Sure the Holo-Jam was a prime piece of merchandise, but taking the same thing again was just too big of a risk. Soon his eyes locked on the all new TerryFormer III, capable of terraforming a ten square kilometer region but still the same size as the compact TerryFormer, Jr. This little morsel would be worth some serious latinum out in the Cardassian sector.

The device fit snugly in his shoulder pack, but it’s not as though the morons behind the counter would notice. Cronlo strolled out the door back into Starfleet Square Mall without so much as a look over his shoulder.

Speaking of his shoulder, why did it suddenly not feel nearly as weighed down.

Cronlo whipped the bag off of his shoulder and practically tore it open.

Empty!

“NOOOOOOOOOOOO!” Cronlo cried, shaking his fists to the sky.



“Pathetic. The whole group of you are nothing but a bunch of whiney pathetic losers who don’t deserve to be in my presence much less wear the uniform of Federation Marines,” Colonel Martin Lazlo said as he paced in front of a squad of his troops.

“That’s the truth,” Lieutenant Colonel Dan O’Neal seconded, following two steps behind Lazlo. The gathered Marines in front of them stood in line, stiffly at attention while along the far wall, three silver dodecahedrons hovered. The dodecahedrons, which served as moving targets for the Marines’ rifle training, should by all rights have been slag at that moment, which was why Lazlo was currently berating them.

“Am I seriously to believe that fifteen people who are supposed to be among the finest the Federation has to offer can’t hit three simple targets? Those don’t shoot back! Now tell me what the hell you people are going to do when faced with a real enemy?”

“Um…shoot it?” Corporal Copeland said meekly.

“DIE! You’ll all die!” Lazlo bellowed.

“But…”

“SHUT UP!” Lazlo screamed, sending the Marines hopping back half a step in fear.

“Now watch,” he said, his eyes locked on them as he pulled his hand phaser out of his holster and jacked up the power setting. In one fluid motion, he spun toward the target, fired, and…

“WHAT THE HELL!”



Cronlo was almost laughing now, but it was not the laugh of someone who was finding things very funny. There were psychologists who would have had him committed after hearing the laugh emanating from his mouth.

The TerryFormer III was right in front of him…RIGHT BACK ON THE SAME DAMN SHELF HE’D STOLEN IT FROM!

The Liseppian rubbed his hand across his mouth again, his glazed eyes staring at the TerryFormer III.

Fine! If it didn’t want to go with him, he’d try something else. Oooh! Excavating mechbots. One of those would just fit in his bag.

Ill-gotten gains safely ensconced in his pack, Cronlo ran out of the store and turned a corner leading toward the restrooms. All right. Now then. Open pack. Look inside. And…

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”



Richard Theroll winced as Doctor Amedon Nelson turned his arm. “How long ago did you do this?” she asked disapprovingly.

“Last night,” Theroll replied sheepishly.

“There are reasons we have holodeck safeties,” she said. “Wait a minute. The holodecks weren’t online last night. You morons didn’t start hacking and slashing each other with your swords for real, did you?”

“Oh no,” Theroll said as Nelson went for her bone knitting equipment. “I managed to find a few people to try a dice game, and…well, we had a disagreement.”

“I’ll say. Your arm’s broken in four places. I don’t know how you stood it all night.”

“Ale. Mead. Ale. More Mead. Ale.”

“I get the idea,” Nelson said, running the bone knitter over Theroll. “There we go. That should do it,” she patted him gently on the arm.

“AUGGGHHH!” Theroll wailed in pain.

“Oh grow up! I just fixed it.”

“PAIN! Horrible pain!” Theroll wailed.

Nelson narrowed her eyes skeptically, but scanned the man with her tricorder again just in case. Four fractures were still plainly evident. “Hang on a second,” Nelson said, picking her bone knitter back up and scanning it. The device seemed to be working perfectly. She tried fixing Theroll’s arm again, then scanned it. Four fractures.

Nelson got another bone knitter and tried again. Four fractures. Now that was impossible.

“Mind if I try something?” she asked.

“I guess,” Theroll said. Nelson picked up her laser scalpel and made a small incision on Theroll’s arm.

“HEY!” he screamed, then abruptly stopped, following Nelson’s surprised stare down to his arm. “I thought you cut me,” he said confused.

“I did,” she replied.

“I don’t see a cut.”

“That makes two of us. Excuse me.” Nelson turned and headed out of the Infirmary.

“What about my arm?” Theroll called after her.

“Try some more ale.”



Okay. One thing could vanish, but not five. Cronlo scooped the five porta-replicator power packs into his bag and ran out of Dillon’s Supply Depot and back down the corridor toward the rest rooms.

One might vanish. Even two, Cronlo thought as he pulled his shoulder pack open. But five couldn’t…

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”



All heads turned toward Lieutenant Commander Porter as he stepped into ops. “Okay. You got me. I ate the last piece of Sean’s birthday cake,” he said, holding up his hands.

“I knew it!” Lieutenant Sean Russell shouted from the tactical console. “I was saving…”

“Later, Russell!” Captain Beck said tersely as Porter headed toward his station and placed the padd he’d been carrying on the top of his console.

“May I take it that we have a real crisis?” Porter asked Beck.

“Honestly, I’m not sure,” Beck said. “Is there a problem in engineering I need to know about? Your people have all gone MIA.”

“They’re all out on calls,” Porter replied. “Replicator problems. Lab reactions not occurring properly.”

“Well, since people can’t reach engineering, they’re comming ops,” Beck said. “We’ve been flooded,” she gestured over toward Commander Morales, who did indeed look swamped as he fielded incoming comms. “What the hell is going on?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t see how it could be an engineering problem. The replicators are a separate system from the labs entirely.”

“Beck!” a furious voice shouted. Colonel Lazlo stormed out of the turbolift cradling one of his silver dodecahedrons in his arms. “Explain this!”

“You mistook some modern art for your teddy bear?” Beck said.

“This ‘art’ is a very sophisticated piece of training equipment, which should by all rights be slag right now!” Lazlo said. “My Marines and I have hit this with everything we have, and look! Not a scratch!”

“I’ll have to tell Ih’mad about this. Maybe he could line some of his pots with it.”

“This isn’t a joking matter, Beck.”

“Then what is it, Colonel?” Beck replied. “Your target isn’t broken. Why should I care?”

“Because it’s wrong!”

Porter tuned out of the conversation for a bit as he checked reports coming in from across the station. More lab reactions. Holodeck problems during a baseball game. The ball was hit, but didn’t go anywhere. It was back in the pitcher’s mitt.

Reaching for another control, Porter bumped his padd, which toppled off of his console…

…then was right back on the console as though nothing had happened.

Porter froze, staring at the padd. He focused the internal sensors on the padd, then hit it again, knocking it off the console.

It was instantly back on the console.

He tried it one more time. Same result.

The sensor scans didn’t show a bit of chronometric activity, which he would expect in such an event. It was almost like the hull breach. An event happened, but the expected result never came. He checked the readouts more closely. What were those quantum fluctuations?

“We have a problem,” Porter said, jogging over to Beck and Lazlo.

“What is it?” Beck said.

“Hey!” Lazlo snapped. “I was not through.”

“Watch this,” Porter said. Suddenly, he hauled off and slugged Lazlo, catching the surprised Colonel square on the jaw. But nothing happened. Lazlo just stood in the center of ops looking bewildered.

“Did you just hit me?” he asked.

“Does it feel like I hit you?”

“No, but…”

“Why don’t you go sit in the conference room and think about it or something?” Beck said, shooing the Marine colonel away. Rubbing his jaw checking for any sort of injury or sign that he’d been hit, Lazlo wandered away, muttering to himself.

“You want to explain that to me?” Beck said, turning on Porter.

“You want it in high-tech or low-tech terms.”

“Low-tech. The lower the better.”

“Continuity’s broken,” Porter said simply.

“Okay. Maybe a little higher tech than that.”

The turbolift doors opened, allowing Dr. Amedon Nelson to charge out into ops. “Somebody had better have a damn good explanation for what the hell is going on in my Infirmary. I’ve got broken arms I can’t heal and cuts that won’t stay open!”

“You’re just in time,” Beck said. “Go ahead, Porter.”

“I don’t fully understand it all yet, but everything on this station has somehow been affected on the quantum level. Under normal circumstances, we don’t notice, but for some reason certain types of actions seem to trigger a sort of quantum fluctuation that prevents the reaction from occurring.”

“Like you hitting Lazlo and him not noticing,” Beck said.

“Porter hit Lazlo?” Nelson said surprised. “Good for you.”

“But he didn’t react. To him, it’s as though it didn’t happen. Chalk it up to quantum weirdness.”

“That doesn’t make any sense at all,” Nelson said.

“But just think, Doc,” Russell said suggestively, sliding up next to Nelson. “Every time will be like the first time.”

Nelson violently slammed her knee up into Russell’s crotch, then hit him with a double-fisted upper cut. Russell flinched, but no pain came. Even though he knew that he wouldn’t experience a reaction, the effect was still surprising. “That was…”

“Incredibly unsatisfying,” Nelson grumbled. “I’m getting back to my patient, not that I can do a damn thing for him.”

“We’ll get this resolved, Doctor,” Beck said. “But on the bright side, no one else can get hurt.”

“I don’t suppose we can get drunk either,” Nelson said, stepping into the turbolift, which whisked her down toward the mall level.

“Hmm…I don’t know about that one,” Porter said. “I could go down to Victoria’s and run a few tests, though.”

“I’d be tempted to join you, but let’s figure out what the hell caused this so we can get it fixed,” Beck said.

“I have one idea.”

Beck and Porter looked at each other. “The ripple,” they said in unison.



Cronlo’s tears poured into his yet-again-empty bag.

“NOOOOOO!” he wailed, slumping against the wall. “NOOOOOOOO!”

He turned his face to the heavens, his eyes blurry with tears. “Why gods? WHY?”



How long could this go on? Ih’mad watched his patrons frantically stuff food down their throats, only to have it reappear instantly on their plates. The Andorian restaurant owner was completely unaware of the details of the continuity issue plaguing the station. All he knew was that his customers could eat all they liked, but the meal would instantly vanish from their stomachs and reappear on the plates as though it had never been touched.

As a result, his customers were angry…furious even as hunger rumbled within their stomachs. Ih’mad had the distinct feeling that this was going to get ugly very soon.

“Waiter!” a particularly peeved Rigellan shouted, drawing D’aarb, the restaurant’s head waiter while Baughb was in exile, over to his table.

“Yes,” D’aarb said testily.

“That’s ‘yes, sir.’ Show a little damn courtesy!”

“I would offer you the same suggestion. Now what do you want?”

“Want? I want to eat a meal that actually stays in my damn stomach!” the Rigellan said, standing up toe to toe with D’aarb. Ih’mad, as subtly as possible, inched his way over to the host’s stand where he kept his official latinum-crusted Andorian Restauranteurs’ Association club.

“If I don’t get some satisfaction right now, I’m going to eat you!” the Rigellan bellowed, sending spittle flying in D’aarb’s face.

“Then I truly hope you find this satisfying,” D’aarb replied flatly. Suddenly, he slammed his tray into the Rigellan’s head. The Rigellan shook his head, trying to figure out whether he’d been struck or not. Deciding it didn’t really matter, he smashed his fist against D’aarb’s blue nose. D’aarb didn’t so much as reel back.

D’aarb grabbed a chair and swung it at the Rigellan, who jumped back, causing the chair to shatter against the back of a Yridian woman seated at the next table. A split-second later, the intact chair was back in D’aarb’s hand as the woman looked up at him confused.

The entire restaurant had fallen silent by this point, contemplating what they’d just witnessed.

Mere moments later, the sound of thirty battle cries filled the air as the patrons pounced on each other, venting their frustrations through joyous, pain-free mayhem.

Ih’mad smiled and sighed a satisfied sigh. His restaurant was packed, his customers were beating the hell out of each other, and, best of all, his furniture was reforming the second it broke against someone’s back or over a head.

Life just didn’t get any better than this.

He raised his club, let out a battle cry of his own, then hurtled over the host stand into the churning melee.



“You’re mocking me, aren’t you?” Cronlo said, whispering conspiratorially at the shelf of Sense-O-Matics sitting in front of him. “Am I really asking so much? Just come with me. I promise I’ll treat you well. My quarters here are simple, but clean. We’ll travel. I’ll take you to a good home elsewhere. Please PLEASE come with me!” Cronlo cried, falling to his knees in front of the shelves.

Dant’A and Ra’Andyl looked up from the holoporn they were watching behind the counter, shrugged, then turned their full attention back to Ravagers of Risa VI.



Porter looked up from his console at Beck, who was waiting expectantly for a report. “It was the ripple all right,” Porter said.

“No surprise there,” Beck said. “So what do we do about it?”

“Well, the good news is I can create a mirror version of the ripple that should counteract its effect.”

“Why am I guessing there’s bad news here as well?”

“If my calculations are the least bit off, the core goes and takes the whole station with it,” Porter said.

“Correct me if I’m missing something here, Craig, but with continuity out of whack, the explosion won’t really happen, right?”

Porter thought for a moment, a smile slowly spreading across his face. “No. I guess not.”

“That doesn’t mean you have to rush things, though,” Beck said.

“Actually, I already did most of the calculations while I was looking at the readings,” Porter replied. “I’m ready to go.”

“Hopefully you don’t mean that in the metaphysical sense,” Beck said with a grin. “Go ahead.”

“I’m sending the commands to the core now…”

BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!



As expected, everything was instantly back to normal. Colonel Lazlo charged out of the conference room on the opposite side of the central turbolift shaft, storming over to Beck and Porter.

“Did we just blow up?” he demanded.

“You’re still here aren’t you?” Beck said. She turned back to Porter. “Adjust those calculations a bit, Craig.”

“Working on it…okay. I think I’ve got it. Sending to the core…”

BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!



“Or not,” Porter said as they blipped back from the explosion.

“We did blow up!” Lazlo said, turning on Porter with an accusing finger. “And you caused it!”

“Curses. My evil plan’s been exposed,” Porter muttered.

“Don’t get smart with me, Porter. I’ll…”

“May I?” Porter asked.

“Please,” Beck said.

BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!



“You did that on purpose!” Lazlo shouted once the room had reformed around them.

“Little ole’ me?” Porter said innocently.

“I should kill you…”

“Don’t make me blow up this station again,” Porter warned.

“He’ll do it, too,” Beck said, trying not to laugh in the Colonel’s red face. The man was almost vibrating with rage. “Now can we finish our work?”

“All right,” Lazlo said, taking a couple of steps back. “But I’m watching you.”

“And the feeling gives me such a thrill,” Porter said, punching a few last commands in his console. “Sending now…”

Power around Waystation dimmed as a massive wave of energy blasted out of the core in all directions, sending another ripple through the structure.

“Did it work?” Beck asked.

“I’m not sure,” Porter said, checking his console. “We didn’t blow…hull breach!” he shouted as he watched a section of hull plating of the upper saucer blast outward…just as it had when he’d been outside. “The emergency force fields my people put in place are holding,” he finished.

“All right. I get it that your engineers have been working the problems,” Beck said. “But that still doesn’t answer my question.”

“I guess we’ll have to wait and see what happens,” Porter replied.



All of this eating had officially made Yeoman Tina Jones tired. She ate a meal, then it appeared right back in the replicator, leaving her stomach empty again. She was now up to her fourth attempt at a plain old cheeseburger and fries.

“Computer…OH DEAR GOD!” she cried as her stomach suddenly bloated, threatening to rupture. She collapsed to the floor of her quarters, feeling more full than she ever had in her life.

“Computer,” she gasped. “Bucket…hurry.”

“That food item is not in the database,” the computer replied flatly.

“Bucket!”

“That food…”

Jones tuned the computer out as she began to taste acid in her throat. Seconds later, the inevitable happened.



BLAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAT!



Maybe this was a sign. A sign straight from the gods that Cronlo wasn’t meant to be a criminal. After fifteen separate attempts to carry a veritable mountain of merchandise out of Dillon’s Supply Depot, he’d come away with absolutely nothing.

If that was the way it was going to be, that was the way it was going to be. He’d turn his back on crime and find a new life for himself.

In the more literal sense, Cronlo turned his back on Dillon’s Supply Depot and slung his empty bag over his back.

“Even this emptiness is starting to feel heavy all of sudden,” Cronlo thought to himself just before he was crushed under a mountain of all the Dillon’s merchandise he’d attempted to steal throughout the day which spontaneously appeared in his pack, ripping it too shreds.

Of course, considering Cronlo’s condition at the moment, the pack got off easy.



This brawl could go on forever! What a way to live! Ih’mad laughed out loud with joy as he clubbed an elderly Betazoid who’d just stuck a fork in his right antenna. The fork instantly appeared back in the unharmed Betazoid’s hand.

“I feel the weight of the universe lifting off of my shoulders,” the Betazoid said happily.

“Relaxing, isn’t it?” Ih’mad asked, just before clubbing him again.

But in an instant…

“AAAAAAUUUUUUUUGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHH!”

Everyone in the restaurant wailed in agony as every single injury they’d sustained hit them at once. All around, the furniture collapsed into splinters with several unconscious patrons following close behind.

“Ow,” Ih’mad said simply, then passed out.

In the corridor outside the restaurant, Dr. Amedon Nelson was stopped in her tracks by the screams from inside the restaurant. She peered through the windows at the carnage inside and sighed. So much for her afternoon.



Meanwhile, in ops, Porter’s comment of “I guess we’ll have to wait and see what happens” was just fading from the air.

Suddenly, Lazlo’s head whipped sideways, sending the Colonel staggering. Russell then doubled over, moaning and clutching his crotch. A split second later, his head jerked back as he was launched backwards and landed with a pained thud to the deck.

“I guess it’s all fixed,” Beck said as Lazlo and Russell moaned in harmony. Beck’s eyes widened. “Except…”

“THE CORE!” she and Porter cried. Porter frantically tapped commands into his console, shutting down the core before the station could actually blow up from his earlier failed attempts at creating an anti-ripple.

“There!” Porter announced several seconds later. “The core’s coming back up, and we’re still alive.”

Beck slowly opened her eyes, which she’d clenched shut expecting to be blown to bits. “Are you sure everything is back to normal now?”

“I sure as hell hope so,” Lazlo grumbled, clutching his aching jaw. “And I will be filing a report blaming all of you for this.”

“We should really run a test to make sure continuity is operating again,” Porter said.

“I concur,” Beck said. In a blur, she hit Lazlo with a solid punch to the opposite side of his jaw.

“What the hell was that?” Lazlo demanded, cradling his throbbing face.

Beck smiled. “Quantum weirdness.”



THE END






News At Eleven



“Hmm…nothing…nothing…ooh, that sounds nice…nothing.” Yeoman Tina Jones continued muttering to herself as she sat at her desk in the Liaison Office on the lower level of Starfleet Square Mall perusing the latest travel advisories to arrive over the Starfleet Data Network. As usual, there wasn’t much relating to Waystation’s sector, not that Jones was complaining. Sure the occasional supernova or rampaging alien fleet could be interesting every once in a while, but the last thing she wanted was that kind of stress every day. Not to worry, though. She could once again assure visitors to her office that the sights of the local region would be relatively danger-free.

Jones glanced at the chronometer display in the corner of her monitor. 1500 hours. If Captain Beck’s schedule held, she’d be comming Jones any minute now. She looked up from the computer and found herself staring into a very agitated and extremely pale white face.

“AHHHH!” Jones screamed, toppling backwards in her chair.

“Ohhhhh! I’m sorry, Tina Jones!” Hypple, Waystation’s lone Multek resident, exclaimed as he rushed to help the yeoman back to her feet. Hypple had arrived on Waystation a year earlier after he and another Multek, Wuddle, became convinced that, despite Multek doctrine, other species did exist in the universe. Through a convoluted series of events, Wuddle had actually ended up as the leader of the Multek Enclave and returned home. Hypple, however, remained on Waystation as part of a cultural exchange arranged by Frequoq Wuddle. The xenophobic nature of the Multek Enclave at large made it impossible for Wuddle to simply announce the existence of alien life, but, through Hypple, he hoped to learn enough about the ‘Federations’ to find a way to introduce the concept slowly to his people.

Wuddle also used his position as Frequoq to make occasional, secret visits to the station, which Jones had a feeling was the reason Hypple had made his unannounced appearance in her office.

“The Frequoq is still here, isn’t he?” Hypple asked eagerly. “I haven’t missed him, have I?”

“Wuddle is not going to leave without seeing you,” Jones said soothingly. Since his arrival on the station, Hypple had basically been Yeoman Jones’s responsibility. She’d helped him get settled into his new quarters, set him up with various holovids about the Federation, and convinced Lieutenant Commander Porter to take him on in the science department, which Hypple found fascinating. The other side of the responsibility, though, was acting as Hypple’s de facto counselor in the times when the excitable Multek started to come unhinged, which now seemed to happen more and more now that Wuddle had another reason to visit the station.

“I wonder sometimes,” Hypple groused. “The only person he comes to see anymore is Doctor Nelson.”

“Yes, he has seen her this trip, but he’s meeting with Captain Beck right now,” Jones continued. “I’m expecting her to comm shortly signaling that he’s waiting to see you.”

“Okay…is that how you say it? Okay?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I always want to say olay for some reason. Okay. I’ll wait. Mind if I turn on the holovision? I heard that AWN finally got some shows,” Hypple said, heading over to the small lounge area at the side of the Liaison Office.

AWN, or the Associated Worlds Network, had just set up shop on Waystation within the last two weeks in an attempt to horn their way into the holovision business already dominated by UFPN and Krinokor. Waystation, AWN’s owners hoped, would provide two key things: cheap space for their studios and a location on the edge of adventure. At least they got the cheap space part right.

Jones soon heard an unbelievable amount of thudding and scraping coming from the direction of the lounge area. Hypple was engrossed in the program in question, which seemed to be showing a bunch of rocks tumbling together.

“That’s a show?” Jones asked.

“Sports,” Hypple replied distractedly. “AWN bought the rights to air the HFL.”

“HFL?”

“Horta Football League. Isn’t football an Earth game?”

“Was,” Jones said. “But there are a few humans trying to bring it back from what I’ve heard.”

“Beck to Yeoman Jones,” the comm system interrupted.

“Yes, Captain?” Jones said.

“Are you trapped in an avalanche?”

“Hypple is watching Horta football.”

She heard Beck chuckle. “I guess I don’t need to mention that Hortas don’t have feet.”

“I don’t think Hypple cares.”

“Well, ask him if he cares about seeing Frequoq Wuddle. He’s just about ready to head back to the Enclave.”

The holovision abruptly shut off as Hypple leapt out of his seat. “I think we’ll be right there,” Jones said bemused.



Yeoman Jones and Hypple headed to Docking Bay Eight, one of the station’s smallest, and thus least used, docking bays where Frequoq Wuddle’s private ship was being stored. While Wuddle’s visits were not a classified event as such, Captain Beck did her best to keep them low key, so that Wuddle would not be bothered by people just itching to try to expand their business interests into Multek space. Several months ago, Bradley Dillon had invited Wuddle to a meal at Dillon’s Restaurant inside the Starfleet Suites Hotel, which turned out to be little more than a sales presentation for Dillon Enterprises. Since then, Beck did her best to spare Wuddle from such intrusions. His burgeoning relationship with Amedon Nelson had made this much easier, though. No one was willing to risk pissing off Nelson.

Frequoq Wuddle soon entered the docking bay flanked by Captain Lisa Beck and Doctor Nelson. Upon seeing his leader, Hypple’s face lit up.

“Your Frequoqness,” he exclaimed happily. “I’m so glad you came!”

Wuddle gave Hypple a warm hug. “How is the adjustment progressing?”

“I’m doing very well…thanks to Tina Jones,” Hypple replied, gesturing toward Jones. “She has taught me a lot about the Federation and Earth. Did you know they had a war recently? Have we ever had one of those?”

“Er…let’s not get into that, Hypple,” Jones said quickly. “There are many other happy things to think about.”

“Oh yeah. You should taste some of the alcohols they have! I had such a hangover after this one night when Tina Jones and I…”

“Hypple,” Jones said, smiling weakly.

Wuddle laughed. “Don’t worry. I can see that you’ve been taking care of him.”

“She is,” Hypple said. “But this place needs rides. They’ve got turbolifts, but they don’t do loop-de-loops or anything.”

“We’ll get right on that,” Beck joked as Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter jogged into the docking bay carrying a padd.

“Here you go, Frequoq,” Porter said, handing him the padd. “The storm doesn’t look all that severe, but if it stays on its current course, it’s going to be passing very close to Multos.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Wuddle said. “I will see about spreading a warning as soon as I get back, which I should do now.”

“As always, you’re welcome back anytime,” Captain Beck said, shaking Wuddle’s hand.

“The sooner the better,” Hypple said.

“That goes double for me,” Doctor Nelson said. Wuddle wrapped his arms around her as Nelson glared at the onlookers. “All right, move away, you nosy bastards. Give us a second to ourselves.”

“You heard the lady,” Beck said jovially as she, Porter, Jones, and Hypple moved a few steps away, allowing the couple to share some private words. Finally, Wuddle’s head moved closer to Nelson’s. Their lips met.

That’s when Jones noticed the movement behind the cargo containers along the side wall. Beck must have noticed it as well, since she was now staring in that direction. The mystery was quickly solved as a smartly-dressed woman charged out from behind the containers, a small cylindrical device strapped to the side of her head.

“Frequoq Wuddle!” she called, racing to Wuddle. “Joan Redding. AWN News. Do your visits to Waystation mean that the Multeks will be allying themselves with the Federation? How long have you been seeing Doctor Nelson? Will your people accept that their leader is involved with a being they do not believe exists? Can you confirm that…”

WHAP!

Nelson’s fist met the approaching reporter head on, sending Joan Redding to the deck in an unconscious heap. The doctor followed up by yanking the camera off of Redding’s head and crunching it under her boots.

For her part, Captain Beck was furious, but she quickly masked it as she stepped over to Wuddle. “You may want to get underway, Wuddle. We’ve got a mess here we’re going to have to deal with.”

“I agree,” Wuddle said. He and Nelson exchanged one last kiss, then he entered his small ship and took off, sailing gracefully out of the docking bay into space beyond.

“I didn’t break anything,” Nelson said after looking Redding over quickly.

“I’m almost sorry to hear that,” Beck replied, standing over the fallen reporter. “All right. You and Porter get out of here. You too, Hypple. Yeoman Jones and I will handle Miss Redding.”

Beck’s last statement caught Jones off guard. How was she supposed to “handle” Joan Redding. Just what did Beck mean by “handle” anyway? Jones realized that Hypple was looking to her, his face filled with concern. “Go on,” she said. “You can probably catch the rest of that football game. I’ll be there in bit.” Hypple nodded and quickly left, stealing a glance at the unconscious reporter as he did so. Porter and Nelson soon followed.

“Relax, Tina,” Beck said, taking a seat on one of the cargo crates. “We’re just going to have a little talk with her when she wakes up. She and AWN are new to Waystation, and they obviously don’t understand how things run around here.”

Jones got the distinct impression that Captain Beck was going to clear that up very quickly.



As Hypple headed off down the corridor on his own (he tended to prefer keeping to himself when he wasn’t with Yeoman Jones), Lieutenant Commander Porter and Doctor Nelson stepped into a nearby turbolift.

The doctor’s fists were still clenched as she ordered the lift to take her back to the Infirmary.

“Deck 48,” Porter added as the lift took off on a horizontal track toward Starfleet Square Mall. “You’d better check that,” he said with a smirk.

“What?”

“Your fist. I’d hate to think that that mean old reporter’s face broke one of your bones or something.”

“It’d be a small price to pay. Some people just need to learn when to butt out.”

Porter chuckled. “Then I guess I’m tempting fate here.”

Nelson glared at him. “What do you want?”

“I was just curious. Why him?”

“Wuddle?”

“He would be the him in question.”

“Does it matter?”

“Speaking as someone who ventured into the same terrain and was summarily shot down, I’m going to go with a yes,” Porter replied.

“Jealous?”

“I just want to know what you’re looking for in a man. Call it scientific curiosity. What’s he got that I haven’t got?”

Nelson smiled. “A planet.” She patted Porter gently on the cheek as the turbolift slowed to a stop at the mall. Leaving a silenced Porter in her wake, Nelson exited the turbolift just as Lieutenant Sean Russell, Waystation’s Security Chief, stepped on, taking the time to watch Nelson walk away as he did so.

“Deck 86,” Russell said, sending the turbolift on its way again. “You know, she just seems sexier somehow. Wuddle must be doing good things for her.”

Silence.

“Something wrong?” Russell asked.

“Never ask why a woman wouldn’t date you,” Porter said slowly.

Russell nodded, understanding. “You asked about Wuddle, huh?”

“Yeah. I just wanted to know what she saw in him.”

“Well, he does rule a planet.”

“Oh shut up.”



A short time after Hypple, Porter, and Nelson left the docking bay, Joan Redding began to stir. Captain Beck was right there, offering Redding a hand in getting to her feet. Jones, meanwhile, under Beck’s strict instructions remained silent and stood to the side of Beck.

“Bet they didn’t cover that one in any of your Journalism classes,” Beck said with a smirk.

“On the first day, actually,” Redding replied. “Occupational hazard.”

“Funny you should say that because that’s exactly what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Am I about to be threatened, Captain?”

“I wouldn’t call it that.”

“That’s a damn shame. Being threatened by the station commander would certainly be newsworthy,” Redding said, straightening out her suit. She then checked the camera Nelson had ripped off of her head. It was completely demolished. So much for getting this little conversation on the record.

“Let me ask you something, Redding. Consider it a hypothetical question. Say you saw a news story. Something that appeared innocent enough on the surface, but, if it were to become known in certain areas of the galaxy, it could possibly endanger one of the parties involved and maybe even destabilize a government and drag the Federation into a war. Would you still report on it?”

“You’re going to have to be a lot less hypothetical than that, Captain. Without the individual circumstances, I couldn’t begin to make that kind of judgment.” Redding began headed toward the exit. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I…”

“You’re staying right here until I’m finished,” Beck said, anger growing in her voice as Redding stopped in her tracks.

“I’m not Starfleet, Captain,” Redding said, turning to face Beck.

“No, but you’re a resident of MY station. This is a Starfleet outpost, which means you will abide by Starfleet’s rules. Rule Number One: I am in charge here. Now if you want to test that by walking out that door, I can assure you that you’ll be spending tonight in the brig.”

“Say what you have to say, Captain. I have a job to do.”

“There are elements in the Multek Enclave that receive our holovision broadcasts. Those elements are very aware that we exist, but they have chosen to conceal that fact from the Multek population at large. I may not fully agree with their reasons, but I can respect them. What these Multeks do not know, however, is that their leader has not only befriended us but also comes to visit fairly regularly. Do you see where I’m going here?”

“Absolutely. You want to infringe upon my rights as a reporter by censoring the news I present to my viewers.”

Beck took Redding’s response surprisingly well in Yeoman Jones’s opinion. Jones noticed the captain’s fists clench slightly, but her face remained unchanged.

“I want,” Beck replied slowly, “you to think about what the repercussions of such a report would be. Wuddle could be removed as Frequoq, possibly even killed. The Multeks who are aware of our existence could decide to make another attempt to destroy Waystation. I want you to leave this one alone, Redding.”

“Is that an order?”

“You want me to make this a Freedom of the Press issue, and I’m not going to do that. But there’s more to being a reporter than that. There are things such as ethics and integrity and working for the greater good.”

Redding took a step toward Beck, going toe to toe with the captain even though she stood a good three inches shorter than Beck. “My job, Beck, is to be objective. Good and bad have no place in that. I’m running the story, just as I will continue to do whenever I see something newsworthy. Am I coming across clearly enough?”

Beck said nothing as she pointed at the exit. Redding nodded and smiled. “Thank you, Captain. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around.” The reporter walked smartly out the door, never once glancing back.

Captain Beck was silent for several more seconds as Jones grew more and more uncomfortable. “Um…Captain?” Jones said finally.

“You want to know why I made you stay,” Beck said.

“Well, yeah. I was curious.”

“I wanted you to see who you’d be dealing with.”

“Dealing with?” Jones asked hesitantly.

“I’ll take care of the Wuddle story, but Redding is now your responsibility. I don’t care what stories she does if she behaves herself, but you’re putting a stop to stunts like we saw today.”

Beck charged toward the exit.

“But, Captain,” Jones called after her. “How am I supposed to do that?”

“You’ll figure something out,” Beck said.

The doors closed, leaving Jones alone in the empty docking bay. She sighed and sat down on the nearest cargo container, lost in thought. Somehow, she didn’t think shadowing reporters was part of her job description.



To someone who actually enjoyed playing spy, this might actually be somewhat entertaining. Instead, Yeoman Tina Jones was just bored, exceptionally bored, as she sat at a table in the Starfleet Square Mall food court trying not to be too obvious about the fact that she was watching Joan Redding.

For her part, Redding had left her quarters in the morning, gone to Sandwich or What? and ordered an omelet wrap. Jones didn’t catch what variety of omelet it was, but somehow she didn’t think Captain Beck would care. After that, Redding sat down at a nearby table with a padd, which she silently read while consuming her breakfast. Nothing odd there.

But then Captain Beck walked by. How Redding knew this, Jones had no clue. The padd should have completely blocked her view. Instead, Redding was out of her seat in a flash and charging toward Beck.

“Don’t think for a moment that I’m won’t inform the Admirality about this!” Redding shouted as Jones slowly got up from her seat and drifted toward the conversation.

“Your breakfast not to your liking?” Captain Beck asked innocently.

“Our broadcasts weren’t leaving the station last night,” Redding snapped. “Right during my segment.”

“If it’s a technical problem, you’ll have to take it up with Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter,” Beck said calmly. “He’ll do his best to look into it, but we aren’t responsible for your equipment.”

“Our equipment is fine.”

“So it was a one-time glitch? Good. I guess you’ll be back on the air tonight then. Thanks for the chat.” Beck patted Redding on the head condescendingly, then strolled off down the concourse. Jones had just enough time to scramble back to her table before Redding turned on her heel and stormed back to her seat.

The reporter studied her padd a bit longer in silence. Jones couldn’t see Redding’s face, but she was sure that she wasn’t happy.

“Mind if I join you?” a voice broke in, interrupting Jones’s surveillance. Hypple was standing nearby with a large plate of waffles drowning in syrup. He’d taken an instant liking to Earth food…at least the foods with little to no redeeming nutritional value.

“Sure,” Jones said distractedly. Redding still hadn’t moved.

“The Silicon Avatars won,” Hypple said. “24 to 10.”

“Eh?”

“The football game.”

“Oh, the Hortas. Good for them,” Jones replied flatly.

“Is something wrong? Have I upset you?” Hypple asked concerned.

“Oh no. Not at all,” Jones said, turning her attention to the Multek. “I’m just preoccupied.”

“With the reporter?” Hypple asked.

“How did you know that?”

“You’ve been staring at her for the last several minutes. I noticed that even before I walked over here.”

“Whoops. Guess I’d better be a little less obvious.”

“It would be very difficult for you to be more obvious,” Hypple said with a smile. “Did you like that? Lieutenant Commander Porter has been trying to teach me sarcasm. He says it’s an important human survival technique.”

“For some people, I guess,” Jones said. “I never really used it. I always thought it would upset people, and that was the last thing I wanted to do after getting away from home. Eighteen years in the middle of nowhere really makes you eager to meet new friends and keep them as friends. I guess that’s why…where is she going now?” Jones trailed off as Redding gathered up her padd and headed off along the upper shopping level.

“Perhaps she is done eating,” Hypple said.

“I’m sorry to do this, Hypple, but I have to follow her.”

“Is she in trouble?”

“She may BE trouble,” Jones replied. “Have a nice breakfast. I’ll find you later, if I can.”

“Grand luck, Tina Jones.”

“Good luck. Good.”

“Ahh…thank you,” Hypple said just before stuffing a big fork-full of waffle into his mouth. He waved quickly as Jones chased after her quarry all the while trying not to make it look like she was chasing anyone.

This spy stuff was really annoying.



Redding ducked into a turbolift a short time later, forcing Jones to race to catch the next car. “Computer, where did the last passenger picked up at this location disembark?” she demanded. “Never mind. Just take me there.”

The turbolift ascended briefly, then slid sideways through the station until it finally slowed to a halt, the doors opening to allow Jones to emerge into a wood-paneled corridor.

Dillon Enterprises.

Bradley Dillon was the only person on the station who would bother with this kind of decor. Greek-style statues stood in alcoves placed every so often along the corridor as a soft symphony score filled the air. At the corridor junction up ahead, a fountain flowed soothingly.

“Nice,” Jones said to herself. If she’d known the Dillon Enterprises levels looked like this, she would have visited months ago.

She really didn’t have time to enjoy her surroundings, though. Joan Redding was somewhere along here, and Captain Beck would be none too happy if Jones lost her. Jones checked down the adjoining corridors until finally she spotted Redding standing outside a set of faux wood doors studying her padd, which she had pressed against the doors themselves.

Odd, Jones thought to herself. What was so interesting on that padd? Redding always seemed to be looking at it.

Redding suddenly looked over in Jones’s direction, her eyes widening in alarm. The reporter quickly tucked her padd under her arm and charged toward the Yeoman.

“Excuse me,” Redding said pointedly, passing Jones then entering the turbolift. “AWN Studios,” she ordered just as the doors began to close.

Well that took care of where Redding was headed now, but why was she up here in the first place. Jones headed down the corridor toward the faux wood doors. Where was everybody? Bradley Dillon employed close to one hundred people at his Waystation offices, but this corridor was completely deserted.

The doors whooshed open, catching Jones by surprise. She gasped and leapt back just as Bradley Dillon, dressed in an even classier suit than usual, stepped out into the corridor.

“Tina!” Bradley exclaimed, clearly caught off guard by her presence in the corridor. He quickly recovered himself. “My apologies, Yeoman Jones. What brings you up this way?”

“Honestly, I just wanted to see what you’d done with the place,” Jones said weakly. “It’s beautiful, by the way.”

“Isn’t it? I think it just exudes class…and hopefully wealth. Add a feeling of power to the mix, and you’re all set,” Bradley said smiling. “Do you have time for the full tour?” he continued, taking Jones by the arm.

“Um…I guess,” she said hesitantly as Bradley practically dragged her off down the corridor. Hopefully Redding wouldn’t get into any trouble while Jones was occupied.



Oh no. This was trouble, Jones thought as she watched the evening’s AWN News broadcast. Seated next to her co-anchor, the ever-severe Vulcan Sokaw, Joan Redding delivered her latest news coup.

“A source close to AWN alleges that a top-secret prototype was recently stolen from a Dillon Enterprises Research and Development facility at an undisclosed location. The exact nature of this prototype is not known, but, according to this source, Dillon Enterprises President and CEO Bradley Dillon is very concerned about locating the device before it is quote ‘put to a nefarious use.’”



The comm the next morning ordering Yeoman Jones to report to Captain Beck’s office in Ops was not unexpected. Actually, Jones was surprised Beck hadn’t called her in immediately after the AWN News went off the air the night before.

Equally expected was the fact that Bradley Dillon was already sitting (well, pacing actually) in Beck’s office by the time Jones arrived. Beck, who was standing behind her desk talking to Bradley, spotted Jones and waved for her to come in to the office.

“I’m guessing you know why you’re here,” Beck said calmly.

“Joan Redding?” Jones replied weakly.

“Saboteur!” Bradley shouted without breaking his anxious stride.

“Bradley tells me that he saw you outside of his conference room yesterday,” Beck continued

“Well…yeah. I followed Ms. Redding there.”

“I didn’t see her,” Bradley shot back.

“She left before you came out into the hall.”

“You just stood there and let her spy on me!”

“She didn’t look like she was doing much of anything really,” Jones said. “She just stood in the hall reading her padd.”

“And then you let me lead you all around my offices without once mentioning that a reporter had been snooping around my private conference comm with a few of my select investors.”

“You didn’t ask,” Jones said. “Was any real harm done?”

“The public now believes that Dillon Enterprises has been robbed. How is that a good thing?”

“Maybe it will speed up the investigation,” Jones offered.

“I already know who robbed the R&D facility! I arranged the whole thing in the first place to catch him!”

“Oh, so you got your prototype back.”

“Not as such,” Bradley mumbled unhappily. “Let’s just drop it.”

“Okay,” Beck said. “Obviously Joan Redding has a few tricks at her disposal that we didn’t know about. We’ll keep a closer eye on her from now on.” This last statement was aimed directly at Jones.

“Yes, ma’am,” Jones said quickly. “I’ll track her down right now.”

“You do that,” Bradley said. “And tell her that if she trespasses into the domain of Dillon Enterprises ever again, I’ll see to it that she spends the rest of her life reporting the weather on Ferenginar!”

Jones took Bradley’s declaration as a welcome chance to bolt from Beck’s office back into Ops. She wanted to talk to Lieutenant Commander Porter anyway. Something about Redding’s knack for finding a story was bothering her.

“Do you have a minute?” she asked, leaning over Porter’s console as he lay on the floor, half inside a panel, making adjustments.

“For you, always,” Porter’s muffled voice replied from inside the machinery. He continued working.

“Um…okay.” Obviously, he wasn’t coming out. “Do you know if Wuddle’s visit was logged anywhere?”

“What kind of log?” Porter asked. “Our security sensors tracked him. Science will show a second Mutlek on board besides Hypple. What sort of thing do you want?”

“Joan Redding knew he was here and where his ship was soon enough to hide in the docking bay before he left.”

“I don’t think there’s anything weird about that. She may have spotted him in the corridors and just checked the docking bays until she found his ship.”

“Maybe,” Jones said thoughtfully. “But that still doesn’t explain Bradley.”

“Nothing can explain Bradley.”

“Craig!”

“Sorry. The comment was just hanging there. I had to take it. What about Bradley?”

“Ms. Redding knew he was having a meeting.”

“Maybe one of his staff told her.”

“I suppose…”

“Do you want me to check something, Tina? You seem like you’re dancing around a request,” Porter said, finally extricating himself from his console and standing up to face her.

“She’s got this padd, and she’s always staring at it. I thought maybe she could be monitoring people somehow.”

“There are a lot of people on this station,” Porter said. “She’d need some sort of central resource to hit the highlights. Hmm…Bradley asked us to give him some extra comm bands temporarily, for this meeting he was having, I guess. And Wuddle’s docking assignment was strictly need-to-know. There’s one possibility.”

Porter trailed off as he tapped a few commands into his console, bringing up a display of information. “Uh huh. Yep. She could be in OpsNet.”

“OpsNet?” Jones asked confused. The downside of being the liaison officer was that she didn’t know all of the ins and outs of the how the station operated.

“It’s kind of a scheduling network for the operations staff. We can check on upcoming events, requests for service, or in Bradley’s case resources, docking bay assignments and such. If Redding hacked into OpsNet, she’d know when Bradley’s conference comm was and what room he was holding it in.”

“And Wuddle’s visit is in there as well?”

“Yep.”

“Can we put something else in?”

“You have something in particular in mind?”

“I think so. And I’ll need your help this afternoon if you’ve got some time.”

“If it involves messing with Joan Redding, I’m there,” Porter replied with a grin.



OPSNET ENTRY::

STARDATE 53886::1400 HOURS

DOCKING BAY SIX

ARRIVAL::DOKALIS DELEGATION



NOTES: THE DOKALAN REGENT INSISTS THAT HE BE MET ACCORDING TO THE CUSTOMS OF DOKALAN RELIGIOUS DOCTRINE. IN ORDER NOT TO OFFEND THIS NEWLY-DISCOVERED BETA QUADRANT SPECIES DURING OUR FIRST FACE-TO-FACE CONTACT, ALL THOSE IN ATTENDANCE AT THE REGENT’S ARRIVAL WILL WEAR IRON CLOTHING.



END OPSNET ENTRY::



Iron? What a ridiculous religion, Joan Redding thought to herself as she crouched behind a wall of cargo containers in Docking Bay Six the next afternoon. Getting the replicator in her quarters to produce the garment had been difficult enough. Then she had to attach a couple of low-power anti-grav generators just to be able to walk in the thing.

But if she got an exclusive on a new species’ first contact with the Federation, any and all suffering would be worth it.

The doors from the corridor opened, causing Redding to crouch down a little lower. The last thing she needed was for Captain Beck to spot her again. At least she’d managed to ditch that blundering yeoman Beck had assigned to tail her.

What was that humming?

Suddenly, Redding was rudely yanked out from her hiding place and straight up into the air, causing the seasoned reporter to do something that she normally didn’t: scream. Seconds later, she collided against a circular object near the roof of the docking bay with metallic clang, gripping her padd for dear life in order not to lose it.

“She looks a little small,” Lieutenant Commander Porter commented from the floor below. “Let’s throw her back.”

“I don’t know,” Yeoman Jones said. “I think Captain Beck would love to toss her on the nearest grill. Do you think Ih’mad would mind if we brought our own meat?”

“Get me down!” Redding seethed, craning her neck to glare at the gloating Starfleet officers below.

“So soon?” Porter said, feigning hurt. “After all the time it took me to rig that magnet up there?”

“You set me up!”

“Actually, you have Yeoman Jones here to thank for that,” Porter replied.

“Gotcha,” Jones said with a smile.

“Fine. Joke’s over. Let me down.”

“Drop the padd, then we’ll talk,” Porter said.

“This is private property.”

“Damn, Tina. She’s good,” Porter said, stifling a chuckle. “Okay. You win. We’ll turn it off.”

“OFF! WAIT!” Redding cried.

“Drop the padd, or you go splat,” Jones said with surprising force.

Redding emitted what sounded almost like a growl, then released her grip on the padd, which Porter caught before it could hit the deck. He spent the next several seconds checking its systems.

“Hmm…looks like you’ve got a defective padd here, Miss Redding. It’s tied into our OpsNet. I’ll see if I can’t fix that for you. Oh wait. Seems somebody accidentally put a few sensors on here as well. I’d hate for you to be bothered with hearing other people’s conversations on this thing as you stood outside their meeting rooms. Tell you what. I’ll have a new one sent to your quarters. Bye bye now.”

“What about me?” Redding demanded as Porter and Jones headed toward the exit.

“If Craig programmed this right, you should float gently to the ground in about ten minutes,” Jones said. She turned to Porter. “You did program it right, didn’t you?”

“I hope so,” Porter said with a grin. “Guess she’ll find out soon enough.”

“Good point,” Jones said. She waved at Redding jovially. “Bye!”

Jones and Porter headed out of the docking bay, followed by an exceptionally vitriolic stream of profanity.



That night, after confirming that Joan Redding didn’t have any new scoops on her evening broadcast, Yeoman Jones slept well. Very well, actually. Hopefully, Redding had learned a valuable lesson about the dangers of crossing the boundaries between solid journalism and espionage. To be honest, that last bit came from Captain Beck. Jones thought it sounded good, though.

Jones’s sonic shower the next morning felt particularly cleansing. “Computer,” she said as she stepped out of it and headed to the sink. “Locate Joan Redding.” It was probably a good idea to check up on the reporter, just in case.

“Joan Redding is in the Starfleet Square Mall Food Court.”

Good. That was a far more comforting answer than something like “Joan Redding is prowling around engineering” or “Joan Redding is crouching behind a plant in Captain Beck’s office.”

Duty was duty, though, so Jones decided to head toward the Food Court for some breakfast. Redding would probably spend most of the meal glaring at her from across the Food Court, but that was a small price to pay for reminding Redding that she was still being watched.



“May I join you?”

Hypple looked up from his meal with a smile at the newcomer. “Of course, Tina…you’re not Tina Jones,” the Multek said warily.

“Afraid not,” the woman standing before him replied. “Joan Redding. AWN News. I’ve been wanting to meet you for a long time.” Without waiting for Hypple’s assent, Redding sat down.

“Me?” Hypple said confused.

“You,” Redding said intensely, leaning forward. “You and your people are such a mystery to me. A fascinating mystery, but still a mystery.”

“I’m just your average Multek…well except that I believe you exist.”

“Which makes you the ideal person for what I’m interested in.”

“What’s that?”

“Cultural exchange. My viewers should know about your home. They want to know about your home. I’d even guess that they need to know about it.”

“I don’t know about need…”

“I do,” Redding said quickly. “Now let’s talk exclusives.”

“But Tina Jones…”

“Let me tell you something, Hypple. And it’s not going to be something you want to hear. Yeoman Jones is Starfleet. That means she’s military. Of course she’s not going to want you to talk to me. The military is all about keeping their secrets to themselves. What about universal understanding, Hypple? What about bridging the gap between our cultures so that we may live together in peace?”

Hypple hesitated. “Well…that would be good…I suppose.”

“Good? It would be astounding. And here’s the best part. We’re the bridge. You and I. Together, we can do this. Take me to the Multek Enclave. You’ll guide me and all of the Federation through the wonders of your home.”

“Take you? I can’t take you there! If you were spotted…”

“We’ll be careful. A little make up. A little hair dye. I’ll be indistinguishable from any other Multek.”

“I don’t have a ship.”

“AWN does.” Redding could tell Hypple was still unsure. She reached across the table, taking the Multek’s pale white hands. “Think of the galaxy, Hypple.”



Yeoman Jones spotted Hypple immediately as she approached the food court. It was just hard to miss a whiter-than-white alien with blue hair. She was already on her way to his table when she noticed that he wasn’t alone. Joan Redding was with him. And Jones had a feeling there was something bigger going on than a little bit of handholding.

“Is there room for one more?” Jones asked as warmly as possible as she stepped up to the table.

“Good morning, Tina Jones!” Hypple said happily. “Please sit down.”

“Not eating?” Redding asked flatly.

“In a minute,” Jones said, a smile plastered over her face. “So what were you two talking about?”

“Nothing,” Redding retorted before Hypple could utter a sound.

“It must have been a pretty intense nothing.”

“We’d love to stay and chat, but we have a pressing engagement,” Redding said, rising from the table. “Come on, Hypple.”

Hypple looked back and forth between Jones and Redding, obviously torn. Finally, he stood up. “I will not be able to have breakfast with you today.”

“That’s okay,” Jones said kindly. “You know I’m here for you.”

“Yes. You are my friend, and we will eat together again when I get back.”

“All right,” Jones said as Redding and Hypple walked away.

Wait a second.

“Back?!? Where are you going?”



“Multos?” Lieutenant Commander Porter asked over Jones’s commbadge as the Yeoman raced through the corridors of the upper saucer toward the docking bays on the outer rim. She’d commed Ops in hopes of stopping Redding and Hypple before they left, but Porter had just told her that a ship registered to AWN News had just cleared the station. Now he wanted to know why the ship leaving was a problem. “Are you sure?”

“Mostly,” Jones said. “Where else would Hypple go?”

“Sightseeing, maybe?”

“With Joan Redding?”

“Okay. You got me there. What do you need?” Porter asked from ops.

“A runabout. Somebody has to talk Hypple out of this. They could be caught. Or worse, she could broadcast live from Multek space. I think that might be one of those things that could start a war.”

“Captain Beck would probably agree with you,” Porter replied. “Head to Docking Bay Two. I’ll meet you there.”



True to his word, Porter was in Docking Bay Two when Jones ran through the doors. Porter, who’d beamed there directly from Ops, was already performing the pre-flight check.

“You want to fly, or should I?” Porter asked with a grin as Jones entered the runabout cockpit.

“You fly,” Jones gasped, out of breath, then plopped into a chair. Fly? Her? Uggh. She’d had the required basic piloting competency class, but she had no desire to do it for any length of time…and certainly not in a crisis situation.

Porter didn’t press the issue. Instead, he completed his pre-flight check and, after checking with Commander Morales in Ops for final departure clearance, he steered the Runabout Roanoke out into space and quickly gunned the engines on a pursuit course toward the AWN ship.



While Hypple prattled away about some of the main sights of the Multek Capital (Multek Memorial Merryland, the Frequoq Family Funhouse, Bumper-Taxis), Joan Redding found herself wondering if Hypple was playing some kind of bizarre trick on her.

If he was telling the truth, the Multek homeworld was basically a giant amusement park. It just didn’t fit with the mental image she had of the Multeks. Beck had filled her head with images of a xenophobic species so determined to reject the existence of other races that they’d destroy anyone who tried to bring that knowledge to the Multek populace. How does a species like that spend all their time on rides?

Redding’s attention was pulled away from the issue by a blip on her monitor. A ship was coming up on them fast. The ship’s identification flashed up a moment later. Starfleet runabout. Jones must have figured out what Redding was planning. This wasn’t entirely unexpected, but Redding was surprised the Yeoman had put it together so soon. Sure Hypple had basically come out and told her, but Tina Jones had never seemed to Redding to be the sharpest one of the Waystation crew.

Seated in the co-pilot’s chair, Hypple seemed completely oblivious to the newcomer, though. Redding subtly touched a couple of controls on her helm console without breaking her gaze from the Multek. With any luck, Jones would take a hint and leave Redding to gather her story in peace.



“Um…what’s that?” Yeoman Jones asked, pointing out the Roanoke’s front viewport as a thick cylinder rose up from the top of the AWN ship ahead of them.

“I going to go out on a limb here and guess it’s not a docking port,” Lieutenant Commander Porter replied. “Check the sensors. I want to know if there’s any kind of power buildup from that thing.”

“Would that look like a sharp spiky thing on this chart here?”

“Yes.”

“Then we have one.”

“Crap!” Porter exclaimed, sending the runabout into a quick roll just before a phaser beam lanced out of the cylinder toward them.

“They’re shooting at us!” Jones screamed.

“I noticed!”

“I can’t believe Hypple would do that!”

“What about Joan Redding?”

“Okay. Her I’d believe,” Jones replied. She reached forward and activated the comm. “Runabout Roanoke to AWN News ship. Please respond.”

Another phaser blast seared their way, just missing the port nacelle as Porter frantically sent the craft into a dive.

“That wasn’t the response I had in mind,” Jones said.



“Is something wrong?” Hypple asked, finally breaking out of his reveries about Multos.

“Not a thing,” Redding replied quickly. “Why do you ask?”

“You just seem distracted…and you were hitting buttons a lot just now.”

“Don’t mind me. It’s just spaceship stuff.”

Hypple looked over at Redding’s controls. “Is that light supposed to be blinking.”

“Yes. Nothing important,” Redding said, putting her hand over the Incoming Hail indicator.

“Oh. Okay,” Hypple said, settling deeper into his chair. “Do you want to hear about our Historical Waterslide Park?”

“Please,” Redding said, casually tapping the fire control again.



The runabout lurched to starboard, then jolted as Redding’s latest phaser blast grazed the underside of the Roanoke.

“We’re going to have to make a decision here, Tina,” Porter said. “Redding’s not talking, and they are about to head into the Enclave. I can’t let them do that.”

“Poor Hypple,” Jones said sadly.

“If Redding gets a couple good shots in, it’s going to be poor us. Actually, dead us.”

“Oh all right. I guess we should shoot back,” Jones said, bringing up the weapons control display.

“I’m sure Hypple will understand.”



“…then the First Quogin slid into the lake, making a large splash. His subsequent laughter drew the attention of…”

BLAM!

Hypple launched forward out of his seat, slamming painfully into the front of the AWN News ship as the Roanoke hit the craft with a dead-on phaser shot.

“Ow.”

“Sorry about that,” Redding said, gritting her teeth angrily. “Technical difficulties. Excuse me for a moment.”



“I think we made her mad,” Porter observed as the AWN ship suddenly swung about.

“Another spiky thing. This one’s different, though!” Jones warned.

“Pardon me for not sticking around to investigate.” Porter slammed his hand down on the console, launching the runabout into warp for a split-second just before a barrage of micro-torpedoes spewed forth from two small tubes under the AWN News ship’s cockpit.

“Are reporters usually this well armed?” Jones asked.

“It would certainly explain how they get all of those exclusive interviews,” Porter replied as he brought the Roanoke around for another run on Redding’s ship.

“I’ve got to get over there and talk to Hypple,” Jones said. “He probably doesn’t even realize how dangerous this is.”

“I’d love to send you, but there’s the small matter of their shields.”

“Fine! No more Yeoman Nicey!” Jones snapped, activating the phaser banks again.

“Yeoman Nicey?”

“Don’t mess with me now, Craig!”



Power flickered throughout the cockpit as Joan Redding tried to fan away the smoke billowing out of the helm. So much for Starfleet using a measured response. On that last run, the runabout had opened up at her with everything it had. That in itself was probably worth an investigative report during one of her news broadcasts.

Hypple, meanwhile, had fled to the rear of the cockpit, where he was cowering quite effectively while mumbling something about a Recovery Ranch. He seemed to believe that the Multek Military had intercepted them. If only they had. It would have made for a much better story.

Instead, Redding was faced with the blue cascade effect of a Starfleet transporter. Yeoman Tina Jones materialized a second later.

“Tina Jones!” Hypple exclaimed happily. “You’ve saved us!”

“She caused this!” Redding snapped, charging forward. “Look at what she and her Starfleet comrades did to this ship just to keep you from telling our citizens about Multos. You can’t trust her.”

“Hypple, I’m very sorry about the ship, but SOMEONE wouldn’t respond to our hails or lower her shields,” Jones replied pointedly.

“I was protecting him!” Redding insisted.

“I’m sorry about this, too,” Jones said.

“Sorry about what?” Hypple asked confused.

Jones suddenly slugged Redding, dropping the reporter to the deck.

“Oh.”



“Personal Log. Stardate 53888.4. I can’t believe I hit her. That wasn’t the plan at all. I was just going to beam over and talk to Hypple until he realized that he was making a mistake. But that woman…ARGH! She just made me so mad! I just couldn’t stand to listen to her anymore, and then… Well, I guess this is what having three brothers and two sisters does to you.

“Unfortunately, I’ve probably just made Joan Redding even madder at me. And Captain Beck isn’t going to be real happy with me either. I was supposed to watch Redding, not beat her up.”



Another day; another comm to report to Captain Beck’s office. As the turbolift doors opened, Yeoman Jones released a deep sigh, then stepped out into Ops.

“How’s your hand?” Lieutenant Commander Porter asked jovially from his post at the Science/Operations Console.

Jones smiled weakly. “Okay, I guess. I didn’t hit her that hard.”

“Sure you didn’t,” Porter replied.

“Is Captain Beck still here?”

“If you’re asking if she was suddenly called away for an emergency, the answer is no. Sorry.”

“Oh. I’d better go then.” Steeling herself for a good dressing down, Jones walked around the large turbolift shaft jutting up through the center of Ops toward Beck’s office. The Captain was in there seated behind her desk…and smiling as she chatted with a man Jones had never seen before who sat across from her.

Beck spotted Jones outside and waved for her to enter. Jones complied as the man rose from his seat.

“Come on in, Tina,” Captain Beck said warmly. She turned to her guest. “This is Yeoman Tina Jones. I had her assigned to the Redding problem.”

“Phillip Harper,” the man said, shaking Jones’s hand.

“Phil…Mister Harper is the President of AWN,” Beck explained. “He just arrived this morning.”

“Oh really,” Jones squeaked, her face going ashen. This was bad. Very very bad. She’d best get it over with.

“I’m really sorry about what happened with Joan Redding,” Jones said quickly. “She was going to Multos with Hypple, and we tried to stop her, but she started shooting, and we had to do something. I didn’t mean to hit her, but I did, and that was a bad thing, but I did it, and I guess on some level she might have deserved it, but then does anybody really deserved to get slapped, well punched really. It wasn’t all that hard, though. I think she has a glass jaw or something. I was able to drop her awfully easily. So was Doctor Nelson. Remember that. One hit, and down Redding went. Sorry.”

“Relax, Tina,” Beck said with a chuckle. “Everything’s fine. You did a great job.”

“I did?”

“Mister Harper…”

“Phil,” Harper insisted.

“Phil and I have reached an understanding. He’ll reign in Joan Redding, and we won’t go after her or AWN for the damage caused to the Roanoke or for trying to cause an interstellar incident.”

Was it just Jones or were Beck’s eyes twinkling? The Captain was also talking more to Phillip Harper than she was to Jones. Actually, the two seemed to have completely forgotten that Jones was even in the room.

“That sounds perfectly fair to me,” Harper replied with a grin.

“Then that settles it.”

“Could I interest you in some lunch, Captain?”

“You took the words right out of my mouth,” Beck said, rising from her seat. “Do you like Andorian?”

“I love Andorian, and I’ve heard you’ve got a great place here on the station. But will we have a problem with the lunch rush?”

Beck took Harper’s arm and led him toward the door. “Ih’mad always takes care of me.”

“He’s obviously a wise man,” Harper replied, returning Beck’s smile as they headed out of the office, leaving Jones alone.

Jones sighed again and collapsed into a chair. Crisis averted. Hmm…Joan Redding would probably love to know that her station president and Captain Beck were making moon eyes at each other…not that Jones had any intention of telling her.

She’d had quite enough news for one week.




Dream Sequence



She slides into bed alone, not that her solitude is a concern or even a negative, slipping her legs underneath the synthi-satin sheets and wrapping herself around a body pillow as her head sinks into a pillow of its own.

Sleep finds her quickly…

…as do the dreams.



“Lisa? Lisa, honey? Where are you?”

Her mother’s voice is distant. Muffled.

“Mom?” she calls back while looking around at her surroundings. A room. Her room but not her room. A house. Her house but not her house.

She walks out into the hallway. Much wider than it should be. Longer. Oddly unfocused walls.

To her it’s perfectly normal, though. Dream reality.

Captain Alexander Rydell is in front her. Standing in the hallway of her house. It’s perfectly normal, though. Dream logic.

“We’re late,” he says.

“For what?”

“We have to go.”

“I need to find Mom.”

“Not now. Go through this door.” He stands aside revealing a closed door. Bright red. Very out of place.

“I can’t.”

Rydell’s shirt vanishes. “I’ll see you in bed,” he says with a grin, turning and heading down the corridor. He steals a glance back at her, then enters her bedroom. His pants fly out into the hall a moment later, landing on the floor in a heap. They melt, oozing down into the brown carpet and vanishing without a trace.

“Lisa,” Rydell calls.

“Lisa?” her mother’s voice calls.

She moves to follow her mother’s voice, walking to the staircase and heading down it.



She’s outside. The beach. She turns around. Her family beach house is there. There but much larger. Odd additions jutting off in strange directions underneath an overcast and fast moving sky.

The trees sway in the wind, leaves flapping.

There is no sound.

A male figure stands down the beach, waving frantically.

“Run!” the man cries, pointing upward.

The sky is clear suddenly. An object descends toward her at an almost leisurely pace, turning and turning.

Asteroid.

She tries to run, but her legs are impossibly slow in the sand. The figure is still so far away.

The asteroid is almost here. Then it slams into the ocean, sending up a huge spray of water. It falls on her like rain.



Waystation. Starfleet Square Mall. The lights are on, but nobody’s home. Literally. She steps along the main concourse, looking in each store for some sign of life.

Suddenly, a woman is in front of her, gesturing to a bright red door.

“They’re all at the party,” Mrs. Koppelson says. The presence of her third grade teacher isn’t at all surprising. “You should be there.”

Don’t.

“I should be in ops,” she replies, turning to the nearest turbolift.

“I hope you’ve studied,” Mrs. Koppelson says sternly.

“I’m not in school,” she replies, stepping into the nearest turbolift.



She steps out at the Academy. It seems so much bigger now. Mrs. Koppelson stands at the front of the lecture hall, astrophysics diagrams behind her. Obviously she knows a bit more than Social Studies for kids.

“Please turn in your term papers,” Mrs. Koppelson says. The cadets in the class all pull up the documents on their data terminals and transmit them to the instructor.

She panics. Term paper. She doesn’t have a term paper. When was it assigned? Why was she in this class to begin with?

“Cadet Beck?” Mrs. Koppelson says expectantly.

“I…must have left it.”

“You know the penalty.” Mrs. Koppelson steps aside revealing a bright red door. “Into there.”

Don’t.

How can she say no to her teacher?

Don’t.

She runs.

Mrs. Koppelson is right behind her. She knows that. She runs faster and faster, turning corners wildly, then into a stairwell.

Down the stairs at an impossible pace, the floors pass by in a blur.

The stairwell puts her out on Waystation again. Wood paneling. Gleaming brass and gold fixtures. The Dillon Enterprises levels.

Mrs. Koppelson is right behind her.

She runs.

And runs.

And runs, marveling at her endurance. She should be out of breath by now, but she’s propelled by panic. She has to get away.

Into another stairwell. There are no stairwells on Waystation. This fact does not trouble her as she flees. Down the stairs…and down and down and down. She hits one landing, and immediately flies down the next flight of stairs deck after deck until…



The Vertigo Lounge. She slides out onto the transparent aluminum floor, completely losing her footing and falling to the deck, the stars stretching out below her.

Is that an asteroid in the distance?

Mrs. Koppelson enters through a door that should not exist, then glances down at the tumbling rock approaching from below, not that below is a true concept in space.

“You could leave,” Mrs. Koppelson offers.

She senses the bright red door behind her and turns toward it, her hand reaching for the knob.

Don’t.

Somehow she knows the asteroid is the better choice. It now fills the view below. She closes her dream eyes and waits for the impact that never comes.



Eyes open. Grassy field with the occasional bush and shrub.

“Gotcha!” Lieutenant Sean Russell shouts, pointing a toy phaser rifle at her as he runs by, all decked out in camouflage.

“Zap! Zap zap!” Colonel Martin Lazlo cries, popping from behind a bush. Russell laughs and falls to the ground.

“One…two…three…four…five.” Russell leaps up again, and Lazlo takes off at a sprint.

“Bang! Zap bang!” Russell shouts.

Lazlo falls down dramatically. “One…two…three…”

She walks away, heading toward the building that wasn’t there a moment before. Two story. Brick.

Yeoman Tina Jones is inside. Sitting Indian style, a toy plasma cannon resting in her arms.

“They won’t let me play,” Jones says tears in her eyes. Beside her, a small doll sits holding its own small plasma cannon. “Will you play with me?”

“I have to go,” she replies. “Tell them I said you could play.”

“Lisa?” her mother’s voice calls from down the hallway.

She continues down the hallway, passing blank wooden doors. The doors gradually become metal. The lights dim as she progresses. Vines now cover the walls.

She reaches the back doors and pushes them open.

Jungle.

A phaser blast sears by her, Russell close behind. “Die, you sons of bitches!” His garb is covered in mud, as is his face. Several disruptor bolts lance from the underbrush, nearly hitting him.

Lazlo and Jones, similarly mudcaked, charge in from the opposite direction, sending phaser fire and plasma blasts at their attackers. Explosions flare off in the distance.

She turns around to head back into the building.

Bright red door.

Don’t.

She doesn’t.

She runs they other way, running out of the jungle in a matter of seconds into a field of wheat. Her head and shoulders just clear the plants that stretch out in all directions.

“Would you like to take a trip?”

Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter emerges into her small clearing. The tuxedo he wears is expertly tailored and spotless.

“Where?” she asks.

“Around the world, of course. Exotic sights. Foreign smells. See the globe,” he replies, extending his hand.

She takes it, and they’re off. Sailing up into the sky.

Land gives way to sea. A hoverliner sails underneath them, skimming over the waves. It strikes something. An island? An iceberg? Both? She cannot focus on it. The hoverliner sinks beneath the water in seconds.

They continue on, unconcerned.

Their feet touch down at night. Beijing? Chinatown in San Francisco? The glowing signs could be Chinese, Japanese, or even Ferengi. She can’t focus enough to tell.

Two Klingons walk by eating cotton candy and laughing.

“Fun town,” Porter says. “Lots to see.”

“Why are we here?”

“I told you. Fun.”

“Lisa?” her mother calls.

“I need to find Mom.”

“Is she fun?”

“She’s gone. I need to find her. She’ll know where Dad is.”

“Lots of doors,” Porter offers, spinning around and gesturing at the entrances surrounding them.

One is bright red.

Don’t.

“What is in there?” she asks, pointing at the red door.

“Not you,” Porter replies. “You’re out here. In there, you’d be lost. Pick another one.”

She does, opening a green door to her right.



Daylight. She stands on vibrant grass. A hill rises up in front of it. Porter is at the top, still dressed in his tux.

“Are you enjoying the tour?”

She doesn’t respond. Something is rising up behind Porter. Giant. Serpentine.

She runs, somehow looking behind herself as she does so. Porter waves for her to come back, completely oblivious to the monster looming over him.

She takes flight, lifting off the ground and soaring forward. Porter and the creature are left far far behind.

Around her, the skies darken ominously. A storm is coming. Or she is coming to the storm. It hardly matters which.

She descends, touching down gently on the street in front of her childhood home. Lightning strikes, incinerating the Lendaks’ house in a fiery blast. The heat does not touch her.

“Lisa?”

“Coming, Mom,” she says running for her front door as rain begins to fall. Wind buffets her body, slowing her progress to a crawl.

Another lightning strike. The Randolphs’ home next door vaporizes.

She looks to her front porch, grunting with determination to reach her front door.

Her red front door.

She stops.

“Lisa?” Her mother’s voice is behind her this time. She spins around, yet sees no one. The wind and rain increase.

“Get inside!” Joel Hodges bellows from his own front porch. He is fifteen again. She looks down at her own body finding that of a little girl. “Go!”

“I can’t,” she replies.

“Go home!”

“Wrong door.”

“Then come here,” he shouts. The Hodges’ door is red. Bright red.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I shouldn’t.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I just shouldn’t.”

“So you’d rather die out here?” Joel snaps.

She sits in the middle of the road, ignoring the wind, rain, and lightning. “I can’t.”

“Lisa!”

The voice calling is different. Still female, but younger. She turns and is inside a bustling concourse.

“We’re going to miss the transport,” Stephanie Hodges says urgently, decked out in casual wear rather than her usual Federation Marine uniform. Stephanie grabs her arm and tugs. She follows, fighting her way through the thick mobs of beings down the seemingly endless corridor. They’re going to Risa. She knows this somehow, and the thought spurs her onward.

Risa. A vacation on Risa.

“Shortcut,” Stephanie calls out from just ahead of her. She sees Stephanie turn down a narrow side corridor. She follows into the dimness. No Stephanie. No transport.

Maintenance crews work around a maze of conduit and circuits.

“That way,” a hulking Tellarite says, pointing down another corridor. She runs, not wanting to miss her trip to Risa. They only have a few minutes until the ship leaves.

The corridor twists and turns, then comes to a junction. She turns left, trying to get back to the main concourse.

More twists. More turns. Darkness. Then light.

“Lisa?”

Mother or Stephanie? She doesn’t know.

She keeps running, growing desperate. The transport is surely gone by now, and she really wanted to go to Risa.



She runs into Ops, Risa forgotten.

“They’re firing,” Lieutenant Russell reports. He suddenly shakes himself. Lieutenant Commander Porter throws himself over his console onto the floor.

“Return fire,” her first officer, Commander Walter Morales orders.

“Bang! BANG!” Russell shouts.

The turbolift doors open allowing Colonel Lazlo to storm out angrily. “You’re doing it wrong,” he screams at her furiously. “Like this! Zaa-Pow! Zaa-POW!”

“Oooooooh. Ahhhhhhhhh,” Morales, Russell, and Porter gush as Lazlo takes a bow.

She has had quite enough. She turns, heading back toward her office, and steps inside.



Darkness. Something is coming, and it wants her dead.

She runs, heart pounding. She has to escape before it catches her.

“Lisa?”

“Mom!” she screams.

“Come to me.”

“How?”

“Come to me.”

“Try the door,” another voice says. It is unfamiliar. Androgynous. Distant.

She is once again at a red door. It almost glows in the darkness as the creature behind her closes it, ready to tear her to shreds.

“If it catches you, you will suffer. Try the door,” the voice says.

Don’t.

“Don’t,” her mother’s voice says.

“You’ve run long enough. Go through the door. It leads to safety,” the voice says.

“I don’t know that,” she says.

“I just told you.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“You must. This dream has you trapped. The only way to awaken is to go through the door. If not, you will perish here.”

“Dream?” Her conscious mind stirs.

“Walk through the door. Save yourself.”

Dream reality falls away. Dream logic ceases to function. “I’m dreaming.”

“Yes. Let me help you wake up before it arrives. Step through the door.”

She turns, standing firm against whatever is coming. “I am not afraid of my own dreams.”

“These aren’t your dreams anymore. They have invaded them and are using them against you. The door is safety. Use the door.”

“No.”

An enraged scream echoes from the darkness in front of her moments before a behemoth emerges into to dim light of the door. It stands at least ten feet tall, leathery skin strains against bulging muscles.

“Run while you can,” the creature bellows, its voice distant. Androgynous.

She does not move.

It strikes, swinging a massive fist at her head.

She does not move.

The fist never arrives.

“This is my dream,” she says firmly.

The creature roars again. “GIVE ME CONTROL!”

“No.”

“OPEN THE DOOR!!!”

“You are powerless here. Leave,” she says. The creature rages, swinging and kicking impotently before letting out one last cry of fury.



“AAAARRRRRRRRRRRRRRGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!”



She awakes.



Captain Lisa Beck steps into Ops later that morning after a relaxing breakfast at her favorite restaurant in Starfleet Square Mall. She knows she dreamt something last night, something unusual, but the details are fuzzy.

She was not alone, though. That much she knows. Something wanted her to open a door that would have caused her harm.

She is pleasantly sated now, though, Andorian food digesting nicely in her stomach as she exits the turbolift.

Lieutenant Commander Porter greets her. “Good morning, Captain.”

“Morning, Craig. Busy night?”

“The night shift said that it was quiet. I did notice something unusual in the sensor logs, though.”

“Unusual?”

“Just a low-level bit of energy. The wave variance was random enough to make me think it was a life-form.”

“Is it gone now?”

Porter nods. “It vanished early this morning. No trace.”

“I wouldn’t open the door.”

“Excuse me?”

She smiles. “Nothing you need to worry about, Craig,” she says, heading toward her office.



END




The Perfect Getaway



A small part of Commander Walter Morales felt like he’d just been demoted to hovertaxi driver. Seeming to sense Morales’ unhappiness with his assignment, Captain Lisa Beck smiled sympathetically.

“Think of it as a diplomatic mission,” she said, leaning forward and resting her arms on her desk as Morales sat across from her in her office in Waystation’s Ops. “You’ll be strengthening our relationship with the leader of a species that may one day join the Federation.”

Beck’s smile alone had calmed Morales quite a bit. Such a pretty smile. Stop thinking about her that way. You have no shot. She’s told you as much, he scolded himself. The bitterness returned.

“I’m giving Frequoq Wuddle and Doctor Nelson a conjugal visit,” Morales replied, trying to keep the edge out of his voice. “That sort of diplomacy is generally frowned upon in this century.”

“I’ll take what I can get,” Beck said. “It sounds callous, but Amedon’s relationship with Wuddle is this just what we need to keep us on the Multek Enclave’s good side.”

“Until she dumps him.”

“Way to think positive there, Walter. Look, just get Nelson in and out without an interstellar incident, and I’ll be a happy woman. I promised Wuddle we’d keep our existence a secret from the Multeks, and I intend to keep to that promise.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll see to it,” Morales stated.

“I know you aren’t thrilled, but if something goes wrong, you’re the guy I want at those runabout controls. No one comes close to you in that area.”

In that area. Goody. You’re a great pilot, Walter, but beyond that I don’t give a damn about you. Thanks a bunch. “I appreciate that,” Morales replied, not really meaning it. He rose from his seat. “I’ll get started on the pre-flight check.”

“Good,” Beck said, bringing out the ‘professional smile.’ It was the same one Morales had seen her use at countless diplomatic functions. “Have a safe trip.”

Morales was already out of the office before the last word left her lips.



“Are you planning to be sullen for the entire trip?” Dr. Amedon Nelson asked, turning her chair toward Morales as he flew the Runabout Cumberland toward Balibeb, the location of the resort where Nelson was due to rendezvous with Frequoq Wuddle.

“I’m concentrating,” Morales replied flatly, not looking away from the console in front of him.

“Ohhhh. I didn’t realize this stretch of vast nothingness was that difficult to navigate.”

“A Multek patrol ship could show up at any time.”

“And you’d obviously notice it before our sensors could alert you. I see.”

Morales made no reply other than an annoyed grunt.

“Fine. Sulk if you want. If you didn’t want this assignment, which you quite obviously didn’t, why the hell did you take it?”

“The Captain asked me to do it, so I did. Simple orders,” Morales said.

“Somehow I doubt Lisa had to make it a direct order,” Nelson replied.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.”

“Right,” Morales muttered.

“You haven’t exactly been subtle.”

“About what?”

“You’re intent on playing this entire game, aren’t you?” Nelson said.

“What game?” Morales shot back. “Nobody’s playing any games here except possibly you!”

“Sure. That’s why you’re doing the textbook ‘sulk until somebody takes pity on you and asks you to talk about it’ maneuver. I left you your opening, so take it already so we don’t have go through the rest of the ‘I don’t want to talk about it’ - ‘Come on. I’m here to listen’ crap. You’re pissed off about something, and I’d lay real latinum that Lisa’s at the heart of it.”

“Maybe it’s something I just need to deal with on my own.”

“You seem to be doing a great job so far.”

“Is this supposed to be helping?”

“Do I look like a counselor? I was just trying to get some conversation going.”

“More like an argument. You just want me to whine about Lisa.”

“So it is about her,” Nelson said triumphantly.

“Not that it matters.”

“It obviously matters to you or you wouldn’t be over there stewing silently for the whole trip.”

“Well excuse me if I really didn’t want to spend three hours hearing about how deliriously happy you and Frequoq Wuddle are,” Morales said.

“Wow. There was actual bile in that statement. I don’t think I’ve ever seen that side of you.”

“I’m sorry,” Morales muttered. “I didn’t mean…”

“Yes you did, and I’m happy to see it. You’re so damn mild-mannered most of the time that I’m half-tempted to make sure you’re not an android or something. You have feelings for Lisa. She’s not returning them, and you’re upset. Natural reaction.”

“I’m so happy to hear I’m normal,” Morales replied flatly. He was silent for a few seconds. “But why that Harper guy?” In the last couple of weeks, Captain Beck had struck up some sort of relationship with Phillip Harper, the president of AWN, the holovision network that had established operations on Waystation. No one was sure exactly how serious the relationship was, but the pair had certainly been seen in enough restaurants together of late.

“You don’t want to know that,” Nelson said.

“Why not?”

“Nobody ever really wants to know why their object of desire picked someone else over them. The answer never helps.”

“Personal experience?”

“Not really,” Nelson replied. “I had a couple of run-ins at the Academy, but I was pretty focused on symbionts after that. But my roommate became a complete lunatic over an upper classman who was completely oblivious to her. Not pretty.”

“Further proof that love is a complete pain in the butt.”

“You won’t hear any arguments from me. Even when it works, it’s not easy. And since we’re on the subject, I need a favor.”

“Other than flying you three hours into hostile space?” Morales asked, cracking a hint of a smile.

“You’d better watch it, or Porter’s going to come after you for stealing his shtick. We only need one smart-ass in the command structure. No, what I need is for you to keep quiet about Midon around Wuddle.”

Morales’s eyes widened. “He doesn’t know?”

“Somehow I never managed to work ‘I’m joined with a giant slug’ into conversation,” Nelson said, sinking deeper into her chair.

“Not to be critical, Doctor, but didn’t you also forget to mention Midon to your own parents? I’m sensing a pattern here.”

“Mom and Dad know now. And this is completely different. Wuddle’s gone from completely refusing to believe aliens exist to dating one. I just thought that the whole Midon symbiont thing might be a bit much for him to take right now.”

“Right now meaning the last year that you’ve been together.”

“We weren’t dating the whole time!” Nelson snapped. “Now are you going to keep your mouth shut or not?”

“I wouldn’t dream of interfering in your personal life,” Morales replied.

“Thank you.”

Silence.

“That was a crack against me, wasn’t it?” Nelson said with a smile.

“I wouldn’t dream of doing that either.”

“Yeah right. There’s a lot more going on in that head of yours than you let on, Walter Morales. When you get sick and tired of pretending to be Mister Mild-Mannered, maybe you should think about letting your real personality out.”

“This is my real personality,” Morales said defensively.

“Sure it is,” Nelson replied. “And if you believe that, you’ve got a lot more serious problems than an unrequited crush on Lisa Beck.”



The Cumberland rendezvoused with Frequoq Wuddle’s private shuttle approximately an hour later on the far side of a barren moon orbiting Balibeb, which wasn’t exactly a galactic hot-spot itself. The vast majority of Multeks lived on Multos, the Multek homeworld, but a few worlds in the Enclave had actually been colonized a century earlier during the expansion period of Multek history. After finding deserted world after deserted world, the early Multek explorers quickly came to the conclusion that they were the only form of sentient life in the galaxy.

That conclusion reached, the Multeks turned inward, focusing solely on making their lives as carefree as possible. They succeeded admirably. Multos was a veritable amusement park, and the few colony worlds all specialized in one form of tourism or another. Other than a few rogue Multek pirate vessels that necessitated a Multek military force, life in the Enclave was idyllic…as far as the vast majority of Multeks knew anyway. Frequoq Wuddle, however, was one of the few who knew the truth. Alien life existed in abundance, and one day the Multek populace would inevitably find out about it. His job as the Multek leader was to hold that day off for as long as he could. In many ways it went against his principles, but he also knew that knowledge of alien species would mean the end of Multek life as they knew it. Their utopia would need time to prepare and adapt, which he tried to do as best he could behind the scenes.

This trip was not about work, though. Balibeb was a tropical, jungle-covered world with equatorial temperatures that would kill most humanoid life forms in a matter of hours. An enterprising Multek had discovered some interesting properties inherent in some of the planet’s springs and geologic formations and had established Cryjalia, a small resort utilizing those findings for the greater relaxation of Multek kind.

Cryjalia only accepted six guests at any one time, which, combined with its secluded location in a jungle clearing near the base of one of Balibeb’s northern mountain ranges, helped increase the resort’s soothing atmosphere. The only stressful part was actually getting a reservation. Wuddle had heard rumors that the waiting list was close to three years long, but being Frequoq had its perks. Tedula, Cryjalia’s founder, had shuffled her reservations, clearing the resort for two days in order to accommodate Frequoq Wuddle and his guest.

“I thank you for meeting me out here, Commander,” Wuddle said from the monitor to Morales’s left. “I know this was a large request for me to make.”

“We’re happy to do it,” Morales lied. “And I know Doctor Nelson is anxious to see you.”

“Isn’t she ready to beam over yet?”

“Not quite, Frequoq. I’m sure it’s just a couple of last minute things. Oh…Captain Beck sends her greetings. She’d love for you to come back and visit the station again, and she wants me to assure you that the reporter problem has been dealt with.”

“Uh huh,” Wuddle replied disinterestedly. “Could you check on Amedon please?”

“Hang on,” Morales said, making sure to turn away from the monitor before rolling his eyes. He’d just started to stand up when Nelson re-entered the cockpit carrying a shoulder pack.

“How do I look?” she asked.

“Positively peaked.”

“Dammit. I was going for ghostly,” Nelson said, her face now incredibly white and her hair an equally incredible midnight blue, making her the spitting image of a Multek. “The things I do for love,” she muttered.

“Do you have everything?”

Nelson patted her shoulder pack. “Right here. Swimwear. Casual wear. Wuddle didn’t tell me if this place can synthesize clothing, so I figured I’d better come prepared. And I’ve already taken my unlogi. I’m good for the next 8 hours. I’ve brought plenty of extra.” She pulled out her cartridges of unlogi, the drug that helped Nelson maintain smooth symbiosis with the Midon symbiont.

“Is that Amedon I hear?” Wuddle’s voice asked from the monitor. Nelson stepped into view, drawing a broad smile from the Frequoq. “You look wonderful. No one would ever know you weren’t born on Multos,” Wuddle said.

“And no one will,” Nelson said, pulling a small square device out of her pocket. “Sensor mask. To all scanners, I’m 100% Multek…but don’t get used to it, Wuddle. Once this trip’s over, I’m going back to my normal pink self.”

“I wouldn’t want it otherwise,” Wuddle said. “If you’re ready, I’ll beam you over.”

“Ready and waiting,” Nelson said. She turned to Morales. “Have fun, Commander. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

“I’m just going to hang out on the other side of Balibeb. I found a decent clearing near a lake in an area that won’t bake my brains out. But I’ll leave a small comm buoy in orbit if you need me. We’ll just make sure to grab it when we leave so the Multeks don’t find it.”

“Blah blah blah. Whatever. You deal with the details. I’m on vacation.” She turned back to Wuddle’s image on the monitor. “Energize, dear.”

Nelson vanished in a Multek transporter beam a moment later, leaving Morales alone, just as he would be until tomorrow night. Part of him wished he’d insisted on going back to Waystation after dropping Nelson off, but, like Captain Beck, he wasn’t all that comfortable with the idea of leaving Nelson alone in Multek space, no matter how secluded her vacation spot was.

Morales settled back into the pilot’s chair, launched the comm buoy, then headed around Balibeb to the clearing he’d spotted on their initial approach to the world while Wuddle’s shuttle descended toward the Cryjalia resort.



“Where the kebbel is he?”

“Still playing slee-ball, I think.”

Sutto grunted. “Worthless.”

“You are the one who gave Teckle all of your extra tokens,” Crubbie replied, reaching a scrawny hand toward the last slice of jizza sitting on the table in front of them.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Sutto said darkly.

“Um…taking my last slice,” Crubbie replied as the much larger Multek glared at him.

“My slice,” Sutto said.

“We all split the cost of the jizza and tokens. I only had two of my three slices. This is mine.”

Sutto grabbed Crubbie’s whiter-than-white hand and squeezed, drawing a cry of pain from the weaker Multek. “Yours,” Crubbie squeaked. “YOURS!”

“Nice of you to share,” Sutto said, tossing Crubbie’s hand aside and snatching the remaining piece of jizza. Crubbie turned his attention to the stage at the front of the room where the holographic animals of the Druckie Deeze band were about to play their next set.

Teckle ran into the room a few minutes later, eyes wide with excitement as Garbitz lumbered in behind him carrying a tub that had once held tokens but was now overflowing with gleaming green tickets presumably won during slee-ball.

“I’m out! Can we get some more?” Teckle said, practically leaping into the seat across from Sutto.

“We’re going to be leaving soon,” Sutto said through a mouthful of jizza. He slapped Crubbie on the back of the head. “Check what she’s doing.”

“Again?” Crubbie whined. “You’re just torturing yourself.”

“Would you prefer I moved on to torturing you? Now CHECK!”

“All right,” Crubbie said, pulling a small datapadd out of his shirt pocket.

“Good lookin’ Fredelli out there,” Garbitz said, pointing a meaty thumb out toward the restaurant exit. “We should snag it.”

“Do I look like a hovercar thief to you?” Sutto said in disgust. “We’re not pirates.”

“It’d be something,” Garbitz muttered, leaning his hulking frame back in his chair, which creaked loudly in protest.

“We’ll have a job soon, right Crubbie?” Sutto said.

“I’m trying to line one up,” Crubbie replied nervously. “I am. But the bigger firms get all the install work. With just the four of us…” SuttoFun, Inc. specialized in the installation and maintenance of a wide variety of home entertainment systems ranging from a simple holovid set-up to a complete sensory stimulation chamber that put the Federation’s most advanced holodecks to shame…not that the Multeks had a clue that anything called a Federation even existed.

“Can the excuses, Crub. Find us work,” Sutto said. “And what about Tedula?”

Crubbie chuckled.

“What is it?” Sutto demanded, snatching the datapadd from him. A smile spread across the Multek’s heavyset face. “Cryjalia’s closed for the weekend. Internal maintenance.”

“Funny,” Garbitz mumbled.

“They probably need help,” Sutto said, eyes glinting. “Good thing we’re available. Redeem your tickets, Teckle. We’re leaving.”

“Where are we going?” the twenty-year-old Multek replied excitedly.

“To visit one of Uncle Sutto’s old friends. And if you’re good, I’ll even let you carry a blaster of your very own.”

Teckle clapped happily, then, snatching the tub of tickets from Garbitz, ran off to the Druckie Deeze prize redemption counter.



Hmm…rustic. Of course, Dr. Nelson probably shouldn’t have expected much else from a resort situated on an uninhabited planet in the middle of the Multek’s version of nowhere. Wuddle had landed his shuttle in a relatively small clearing of jungle near a rapidly flowing river. Actually, river was probably a bit of a generous term. It was certainly larger than a creek, but no more than thirty feet across.

Still, the water was clear and clean, albeit shallow. It certainly didn’t look like the guests used it for swimming, which made her wonder why Wuddle had insisted that she bring a swimsuit. Maybe there was a pool inside the resort building itself.

It wasn’t much of a building, though. Constructed of a rough orangish-tan stone, the oval resort building (and there only appeared to be the one) rose up in front of them a whopping two stories. The dark wood roof then slanted up toward the sky sharply, meeting at a point.

“So what do you think?” Wuddle asked, carrying both his pack and Nelson’s on his shoulders as he closed the hatch to the shuttle and joined her standing in front of Cryjalia.

“I don’t know yet,” Nelson said diplomatically. “What am I supposed to think?”

“Rustic,” Wuddle replied with a grin.

“Oh yeah. I’m there on that one.”

“Trust me,” he said, taking her hand and walking with her up to the doors, two massive hunks of wood of the same type as the roof. Each door had been carved with a relief border of various animals and plants, none of which Nelson recognized.

Wuddle reached out and placed his hand flat on a spot to the side of the door. At first glance, it appeared to be just another section of the stone that made up the building, but Nelson quickly realized this spot was actually a disguised touch panel. An unobtrusive light below it scanned Wuddle’s hand, then shut off, leaving them still standing outside of the closed doors.

“Was that supposed to do something?” Nelson asked.

On cue, the right-hand door opened, revealing a Multek woman wearing a flowing lime gown. She appeared to be in her late forties (not that Nelson was truly an expert on Multek aging yet), and she was…well-constructed, for lack of a better term. Lieutenant Russell would have been reduced to open drooling at the sight of her. Okay, let’s be realistic here. Most of the men Nelson had ever known would have been reduced to drooling at the sight of her.

For the woman’s part, at the sight of Wuddle, she bowed deeply, giving a better view of impressive cleavage. “Your Frequoqness. We are honored to see you again,” she said gesturing for her guests to enter.

“Thank you, Tedula,” Wuddle replied, stepping inside the resort with Nelson as Tedula returned to a full standing position. The resort lobby was remarkable only in that no attempt seemed have been made to make it remarkable. A simple dark wood desk sat against the back wall of the small room. A few plants sat in pots, stretching toward the artificially-lit ceiling with long fronds, but that was it except for hallways stretching off to the left and right.

Wuddle, however, looked as though he’d just stepped into paradise. “I can’t tell you how long I’ve been looking forward to this,” he said to Tedula. “Allow me to introduce my companion, Amedon.”

Tedula nodded politely at Nelson. “Welcome, Amedon. You have a most pretty name. Which side of your family is it from?”

“Really, Tedula,” Wuddle said with a chuckle before Nelson could respond. “I wouldn’t have expected such a transparent effort from you.”

“Curiosity got the better of me, I guess,” Tedula replied with a matching smile. “It isn’t everyday that you get to meet the Frequoq’s Snarkleberry.”

Nelson just about choked. Snarkleberry?

“Yes, but I trust your discretion,” Wuddle said as a hunched-over ancient Multek, his blue hair long since faded to more of a aqua, waddled in from the left. Without a word, he approached Wuddle and took the luggage, then turned, heading off the in direction from which he’d come.

“We’d best get moving or Meppla is going to get away from us,” Wuddle said, turning to Nelson.

“I’ll expect you in the chamber shortly then,” Tedula said, striding off down the opposite corridor as Wuddle led Nelson after the old man.. They caught up in a matter of steps and followed in an uncomfortable silence until Meppla stopped in front of a wooden door labeled with a golden symbol that Nelson recognized as the Multek number one. Meppla opened the door, revealing a large room with all of the usual hotel accouterments: bed, bathroom, sitting area. He entered silently (which seemed to be the only way the old man operated), placed the luggage gingerly on the dresser, and opened the curtains on the far wall revealing the jungle outside the resort.

“Thank you, Meppla,” Wuddle said warmly, patting him on the shoulder as he passed. Meppla didn’t react, instead walking back out into the corridor and closing the door behind him. Wuddle instantly threw himself on the bed, landing in a sprawl. “Alone…here…with you. I’m feeling the tension slipping away already. And I can drop the whole official Frequoq speech. I hate having to sound so measured and refined all the time.”

He noticed Nelson staring at him. She did not look amused.

“What is it?”

“Snarkleberry?”

“Sorry about that. It’s the official title for the consort of the Frequoq.”

“CONSORT!”

“Is that the wrong word?”

“I sure hope so,” Nelson said, sitting down on the edge of the bed in a huff. “I have never been called a consort…or a Snarkleberry. Can’t say I’m real thrilled at the prospect either.”

“What would you prefer?”

“Do I have to be called something?”

“What if we got married, Mel? The people would have to call you something?”

“When? While they were fleeing in panic, screaming about the alien?”

Wuddle frowned. “Didn’t think about that one, did you?” Nelson pressed. “I told you I am not keeping this appearance forever.” She lay down next to Wuddle, resting her head on his shoulder. “I want this relationship, Wuddle. I really do, but I’m human. That’s the deal.” Well, most of it, she thought to herself as Midon squirmed inside her in protest.

“This is not a vacation-type conversation,” Wuddle said with mock-solemnity. “I forbid it.”

“You do, do you?” Nelson said, cracking a smile at Wuddle’s stern visage. Wuddle quickly broke, smiling broadly.

“You want to relax now?”

“Definitely,” Nelson said, pulling herself up. “Come show me what the hell’s so special about this joint.”



“Ooookay,” Nelson said hesitantly, eying the large…thing before her. After insisting that they both change into their swimwear, Wuddle had led Nelson further down the hallway outside of their room, which curved around and opened into a massive chamber that obviously took up the vast majority of the resort building. The room stretched upward the full height of the building, revealing the underside of the peaked roof, which had been painted with a mural depicting the jungle outside. Just below the almost- rotunda created by the roof was a ring of narrow rectangular windows letting natural light into the room.

Natural seemed to be the room’s theme overall. Boulders and rocks made up the walls, running down one of which was a small waterfall, lined with vibrant green and yellow plants.

But then the whole natural motif went out the window when you hit the…“things.” Three rounded silver objects, about ten feet in diameter, sat on the floor like massive metal hamburgers. Two of them were closed, but a third stood open, its upper part raised toward the roof by unseen forces, while a small section of the lower part had been folded down, revealing a small flight of stairs.

“Amazing, isn’t it?” Wuddle said, barely able to contain his excitement as Tedula came into view from the corridor leading into the opposite side of the room.

“Only that you talked me into this,” Nelson muttered. “So what are we supposed to do here?”

“You’ll see,” Wuddle replied leading her toward the open tank. They were up the stairs and inside in a matter of moments, after which Nelson was still less than impressed. Wooden benches lined the interior, but that was it. Otherwise it was completely empty.

Tedula closed the stairs back up as Wuddle took a seat on a bench and gestured for Nelson to sit down across from him. “Enjoy,” Tedula said simply, tapping a control on a small device on her wrist. The upper section of the tank began to descend, soon sealing the pair in pitch darkness.

“Fun,” Nelson said flatly.

“Wait,” Wuddle said.

A sudden whooshing noise.

Nelson gasped as a liquid splashed against her bare feet and legs, filling up the tank. The liquid was warm and thin like water, but the smell was slightly sweet. Almost intoxicating without being overwhelming.

And it was now up to her knees.

“Should I be worried here?” she asked somewhat nervously.

Wuddle didn’t respond, but somehow Nelson knew he was smiling.

The liquid made it just above her waist, then stopped, leaving her comfortably-seated on her bench in the warmth. It wasn’t quite a hot tub, but the effect was rather pleasant.

She heard the soft sound of something opening just before a soft pink light illuminated the interior of the tank from above. Several glowing crystals, elongated diamonds of pink, lowered from the ceiling toward the water.

Nelson could now make out Wuddle across the tank from her, grinning. “What are they?” she asked.

Once again, he didn’t respond.

Nelson’s eyes narrowed. “You’re just going to make me find out for…”

The crystals hit the water.

“WOOAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaao ooooooooooooooooooohhhhhhhhhhh.”

The first moment was a rush of contentment across her entire body, as though she’d just had an hour of treatment from the best Medusan masseuse on Waystation.

The feeling then continued, spreading to her mind as Nelson was hit by a full-on dose of mellow.



This actually wasn’t so bad.

So it was a bit warm.

And a little humid.

Who was he kidding? Balibeb was a hot, oppressive, stinking ball of festering jungle. Still Commander Morales had this insane urge to go outside. Maybe he just needed to spend some time in the fresh air (Fresh. Yeah right. Only if armpits qualify as fresh to you.) Or maybe it was just because sitting alone in a runabout for two days seemed so pathetic and depressing.

Morales had brought something along for just those emotions, though: the Psych-O-Gram holographic therapist from the USS Wayward. He didn’t imagine that anyone back on Waystation would even notice that he’d transferred the program to the runabout, and Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter hadn’t so much as batted an eye when Morales asked him to install a holo- emitter into the living area of the Runabout Cumberland.

“Computer,” Morales said, leaving the cockpit and heading toward the rear of the craft. “Activate Psych-O-Gram.”

“Program activated and running,” the computer replied crisply.

Morales stepped into the runabout’s living area to find a holographic version of Counselor Claire Webber of the USS Secondprize waiting for him. Spotting Morales, she threw her arms wide open and dove at him to give him a nice big hug…then fizzled out of existence as she ran out of the range of the lone holo-emitter.

“Computer,” Morales said with a bemused sigh. “Reactivate the Psych-O-Gram.”

Webber reappeared, looking slightly confused. “Sorry, Counselor. I could only get one holo-emitter,” Morales explained sheepishly walking up to her.

“Oh,” Webber replied thoughtfully. “We’ll just have to make do. Now give us a squnch.” She grabbed Morales, yanking him in close and pretty much cutting off his air supply as she wrapped her arms around him and held him tight. “How are things with Commander Beck?”

“Rrrfll.”

“Is it really that bad?”

“Essss.”

The Webber hologram released Morales and led him over to the sofa that was just within range of her emitter. They sat down, Webber pulling Morales down so that his head was resting in her lap. “Tell Claire all about it.”

“She sent me off to the middle of nowhere,” Morales said. “I’m just a pilot to her. Forget the First Officer stuff, we’ll just let Walter play delivery service.”

“And why would Lisa do something like that?”

“Because she doesn’t want me around while she dates that holovision guy.”

“She’s dating a holovision character?” Webber asked.

“Network president.”

“Ahh. So is this man powerful?”

“Yeah.”

“Charismatic?”

“Yeah.”

“Lisa’s equal.”

“Is this supposed to make me feel better?” Morales said, looking up at Webber, who was leisurely running holographic fingers through his hair.

“I was just thinking about Beck’s new man. It sounds like she’s found someone who has a similar position and would understand her work-life.”

“I’m her First Officer. I understand everything about her job. I help her with it.”

“Yes, but there’s more to a job than just the work. When you’re in charge of others, it puts you on a different level than your subordinates.”

“Obviously.”

“So who better to understand that than someone in a similar position. No explaining. Also no baggage,” Webber said.

“Are you saying I have baggage?”

“Would you ever date a subordinate?”

Morales was silent for several moments. “Do I have to answer that?”

“No. Just something to think about….but not in here.”

“What?”

“You’re moping, cooped up in this metal box. Go outside. Take a walk. The humidity has dropped 15% in the last hour, and there’s a nice lake not half a kilometer from here.”

“Porter tied you into the shp’s systems, didn’t he?”

“I think so. I also suddenly know how to cook chicken shwarma…and about seven hundred other things I didn’t know how to fix before. And did you know that Krolhed was the third Prime Minister of Tellar?”

“Can’t say that I did,” Morales replied, sitting up. “Walk, huh?”

“It will be good for you,” Webber said with a smile.

“If you say so…ooof!” Webber had grabbed him again, crushing his ribs in a goodbye hug. “Just come back if you need me,” she said, letting go.

“Thanks. Computer, deactivate the Psych-O-Gram.”

Webber waved, then vanished while Morales grabbed a tricorder and a phaser (you never knew what kind of creature was living outside), opened the runabout hatch, and headed off toward the lake beckoning him on the tricorder’s sensor readout.



Awwwww. Who turned on the lights?

“That’s enough for now,” Tedula’s voice said softly.

Dr. Nelson willed her head to turn to the left toward the voice delivering the horrid news. She could make out the silhouette of the Multek woman standing at the entrance.

Nelson was planning on saying something along the lines of “Go the hell away, you evil cow” but only managed an oh-so-eloquent “Unnnnnnh” as a hint of drool formed at her lips.

“I’m sorry, Amedon, but sessions must be limited to eight hours.”

Eight hours? Could she really have been inside this tank for eight hours? Considering how good it felt, did it really even matter?

Wuddle rose shakily to his feet, his mouth stuck in a loopy grin, then he extended his arm for Nelson to take. He somehow managed to pull her to her feet as the liquid drained out of the bottom of the tank. With the tank empty, Tedula flipped down the stairs, then Wuddle led Nelson out into the room where Meppla waited with a Port-A-Dryer, which he silently waved around Wuddle and Nelson, drying them instantly.



The SuttoFun, Inc. demo-ship slid into orbit above Balibeb completely unnoticed. But why would anyone notice them? This wasn’t exactly a heavily-traversed section of the Multek Enclave, and they were simply business-people out to show their wares. The demo-ship had rooms displaying many of the products and services provided by SuttoFun, Inc. Potential customers could come aboard, enjoy a vid in the holovision suite, a virtua-concert in the audio bay, or even an extravaganza for the senses in the simulation chamber before making their decision on what they’d like to purchase for their home or business.

In this particular instance, though, Sutto has no interest in selling anything to the proprietor of the Cryjalia resort. This was strictly a matter of proper compensation. He and Teckle checked their blasters while Crubbie shuffled nervously near the ship’s small teleporter.

“Maybe we should comm,” Crubbie offered.

“Look up the term sneak attack sometime, grak-brain,” Sutto shot back. He tapped a control on his wrist communicator. “Can you hear me, Garbitz?”

“Yeah,” the deep gruff voice of the ship’s pilot replied.

“Good. We’ll comm you when we’re done. No running off.”

“Where would I go? No nice ships to look at out here…wow.”

“What?”

“Nice shuttle at the resort.”

“Tedula spending her loot, no doubt,” Sutto grumbled. “All right. Let’s do this.” He stepped into the teleport chamber with Crubbie and Teckle, who could barely contain himself. His uncle was taking him on a real live assault. Who knew that life in the home entertainment business was this exciting?



“How do you feel?” Tedula asked smiling now that her guests had been properly dried.

“Gooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooood,” Nelson said, her brain still resisting the invitation to return to the normal world.

“Wuddle knew you would,” Tedula said, nodding toward the Multek Frequoq. “Didn’t you, Frequoq Wuddle?”

“Yes, Tedula,” he replied, wrapping an arm around Nelson. He still seemed a bit dazed, but nowhere near as non-functional as Nelson.

“Dinner will be in an hour if you’d like to head back to your room to finish readjusting,” Tedula said. “Meppla has something special planned for this evening.”

“Sounds great,” Wuddle said, smiling at the old Multek, who only nodded in acknowledgment.

The words slowly penetrated Nelson’s heavy skull. Dinner. Room. A thought stirred. Need room. Need unlogi. Dose due. Past due really. Morales checking in soon. Need unlogi.

She had managed to stumble two steps when she realized something that wasn’t supposed to be happening was happening right in front of her. Transporter activity. Nelson struggled to push through the fog clouding her mind. What was going on?

Three Multeks materialized, two of them brandishing blaster pistols. Hmm…this was most likely not good.

The largest of the three Multek new arrivals turned angrily on the scrawny one hanging toward the rear of the trio. “I thought they were supposed to be closed, Crubbie!”

“Th..they were, Sutto. That’s what their reservations service said,” Crubbie replied, cowering from the blaster in Sutto’s hand.

“Let’s just kill them,” the third member of the group said eagerly. “Isn’t that what we do in an attack?”

“Down, Teckle,” Sutto said darkly. He turned his attention back to Nelson, Wuddle, Tedula, and Meppla. “We’re professionals. A little setback isn’t the end of the Enclave. Let’s just keep focused on what we came for.” Sutto aimed his blaster at Tedula’s head. “Doesn’t that sound like a nice idea, Tedula?”



Wow. With the breeze coming in off the lake, Commander Morales STILL felt like he was being suffocated inside a Klingon’s armpit. Was the holographic Counselor Webber trying to kill him or something?

Maybe she just figured sitting here by the water would take his mind off of Lisa. And actually it had kind of worked. He was so busy being uncomfortable that he wasn’t focusing on how miserable the Lisa situation had made him.

Of course, he was the only one making it a situation. Captain Beck had made it more than clear that she didn’t think of him as anything more than a colleague and a friend, not that they were even much of friends. In Morales’s mind, friends actually spent time together outside of work. Their relationship was strictly professional, emphasis on the strictly.

Why was he spending his time pining for her anyway? This had gone on and on for almost two years now. Was she that wonderful? Sure she was intelligent and confident and beautiful and…okay, she was that wonderful. No wonder Phillip Harper was so taken with her.

And Beck seemed pretty taken with Harper as well, which meant Morales just needed to get her out of his head. There were a couple thousand people on Waystation. Surely one of them would do. Would do? That certainly wasn’t the attitude to have.

Back on Waystation there were hundreds and hundreds of wonderful women, several of whom were probably even better suited for him than Lisa Beck. All he had to do was go back there and find them, right? Absolutely.

But he wanted Lisa Beck.

“Oh yeah. I feel much better,” Morales mumbled.

Having had quite enough of the great (and incredibly stifling) outdoors, he picked himself up off of the ground where he’d been sitting, attempted to wring a bit of the humidity out of his uniform, then trudged back to the runabout, feeling Balibeb’s atmosphere weighing down on him as he went. In this environment, every step was a chore.

Finally, the runabout came into view, promising a climate- controlled oasis from the festering pit outside.

Lovely. He’d left the hatch open. Now it was probably humid in the ship, too.

Berating himself silently, Morales climbed the steps into the runabout and turned to head toward the cockpit.

He didn’t make it far due to the massive pale white fist that suddenly slammed into his face, knocking him directly into complete unconsciousness.



“What do you want?” Tedula demanded, leaping right into the obvious question.

“Payback,” Sutto replied menacingly.

“Pay? You were already paid, Sutto. Get out of my resort.”

“Not until I get what’s rightfully mine.”

“Look,” Nelson said, plastering a smile on her face. “You two obviously have a lot to discuss, so why don’t my friend and I just get out of your way?” Come on, Morales, Nelson thought to herself. Comm me. Time for the old emergency beam out.

“I’d love to, really,” Sutto said unconvincingly. “But there’s the off chance that you might tell somebody about all of this, and I’d hate for that to happen before Tedula and I are able to come to an arrangement.”

“We already had an arrangement,” Tedula shot back. “And I fulfilled my half of it.”

“You took the greatest invention I’ve ever developed and stole it as your own,” Sutto snapped, pointing at the relaxation tanks. “Do you have any idea how long those took me to design and develop?”

“Crubbie did all the work,” Tedula said. “Hi there, Crubbie,” she added with a slight wave to the nervous Multek.

“Hi, Tedula,” Crubbie answered just before Sutto hit him with a vicious elbow to the ribs.

“No consorting. She robbed us.”

“So it’s ‘us’ now?” Tedula said.

“Crubbie works for me. He depends on the success of my business for his livelihood.”

Teckle chimed in. “Yeah! And if you hadn’t clouded Uncle Sutto’s mind, we’d all be rich right now.”

“You clouded his mind?” Nelson asked confused.

“Our relationship was a bit more than professional,” Tedula admitted.

“Bah! You purposely seduced me to steal my invention,” Sutto said. “Evil temptress.”

“You signed the contract. I purchased the demo model and all rights to the relaxation tanks.”

“Yeah, and you were playing footsie with me the whole time!” Sutto said angrily. “How’s a guy supposed to concentrate with that going on?”

Nelson noticed Meppla roll his eyes, but still the elderly Multek remained silent.

“Uncle Sutto,” Teckle said.

“Not now,” Sutto replied, advancing on Tedula, his blaster aimed right at her forehead. “I want 75% ownership of this resort.”

Tedula burst out laughing. “You’re even dumber than I originally thought.”

“You could try half, Sutto,” Crubbie offered.

“SHUT UP!” Sutto bellowed.

“Uncle Sutto,” Teckle said more insistently.

“I said, not now!”

“But Uncle Sutto!”

“WHAT?”

Teckle pointed at Wuddle. “Isn’t that the Frequoq?”

“Yes,” Wuddle replied stiffly as Sutto turned toward him. “I am Frequoq Wuddle.”

Nelson could almost see the gears in Sutto’s brain turning as a smile spread across the Multek’s face. “You know what, boys?” Sutto said. In the background, Crubbie cringed. Sutto didn’t notice. “Our demands are about to go up.”

Inside her abdomen, Nelson felt a painful twinge as her mind went fuzzy for a moment. She was well past time for her unlogi, and she got the distinct impression that Sutto wasn’t going to let her pop back to her room anytime soon.

On the contrary, Sutto strode over to her, leering. “And who have we here? Has our Frequoq got himself a secret Snarkleberry? I hope your office has some deep pockets, Your Frequoqness, because my price to release you is going to be steep.”



Somebody was screaming. How inconsiderate? Didn’t anyone have respect for sleeping people anymore?

Commander Morales’ mind reminded him of the facts of the situation. He was on the floor of a runabout. And he hadn’t been asleep. Someone rather large had pummeled him into unconsciousness.

Was the deck slanted?

Morales forced his eyes to focus as he pulled himself to his feet and staggered into the runabout’s cockpit, where he found that the pilot’s seat was currently occupied by a fairly massive and panicked Multek.

The rapidly approaching ground outside the front viewport pretty much explained the panic.

Morales recovered in an instant, diving for the co-pilot’s seat without thinking and pulling the runabout out of its dive.

“What the hell are you doing?” he demanded.

“AHHHHHHH!” the bulky Multek screamed.

“Stop that! We’re not going to die.”



Realizing that his captive was awake, the Multek turned his horror to Morales. “Ahhhhhhh!”

“Way to make a guy feel wanted,” Morales muttered.

The Multek finally calmed down. “What happened to you? You look horrible. Are you sick?”

“What would make you think that?”

“You’re skin doesn’t have a healthy pallor. And you’re hair’s strange.”

Morales took a deep breath and sighed. This whole trip had officially turned into a disaster. “This may be hard for you to accept…”

“Garbitz,” the Multek said, recognizing the prompt for his name.

“Garbitz, you see, my name is Walter Morales. I am…a human. My species is from a planet called Earth located several light years away from here.”

Garbitz stared at Morales strangely for several moments, taking in Morales’s words. Then he started laughing.

“You don’t believe me,” Morales said.

Garbitz kept laughing.

“Hey! How do you explain this ship then? It’s alien!”

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

“Oh come on. You can’t tell me that…”

“Alien? That’s rich. What is this really? It’s a secret government project, isn’t it? Come on. You can tell me.”

Seeing a way out of this mess, Morales nodded. “You got me. I’m a disguised government test pilot. This is our new top secret planetary runner-craft.”

“Fantastic!” Garbitz exclaimed. “I just stole a government ship!”

“What do you mean ‘stole’?” Morales asked nervously. “You are going to give it back now, aren’t you? Garbitz? Oh, come on!”

Garbitz just smiled.



Dr. Nelson could see the fury brewing in Tedula’s eyes as she glared at the smirking Sutto. “Do you have any clue what you’re talking about here, Sutto?” she demanded. “That’s the Frequoq.”

“She…she does have a point,” Crubbie said, nervously shifting his feet as he did so. The man looked to be about three seconds away from fleeing the entire scene. “Taking the Frequoq hostage…”

“Is brilliant,” Teckle said eagerly. “We’ll be famous!”

“The only way people get famous for stunts like this is after they’ve been killed by the authorities,” Dr. Nelson said edgily. “I’d really reconsider all of this if I were you. But if you’ll excuse us, the Frequoq and I need to retire to our rooms.”

“Not a chance,” Sutto said.

“Send goof-troop over there with us,” Nelson snapped, gesturing to Teckle. “But I need my medication.”

“What medication?” Sutto asked.

“Ulcer,” Nelson said quickly, wincing as Midon shuddered inside her. “So let’s move it!”

Sutto shook his head. “You think I’m some kind of moron?”

“I do,” Tedula said.

He ignored the response. “I’ve seen some holos in my time. The sick prisoner bit is always that, a bit. Now stand there and keep it down. I have some business with Tedula before I see to you and the Frequoq.”

“I am the Frequoq,” Wuddle said nodding slowly. Nelson took a closer look at her companion. He hadn’t so much as shifted to another foot since they’d exited the relaxation tank. And that blank stare…he was gazing at Tedula with glazed eyes that seemed to be light-years from reality. “Should I stay here, Tedula?”

“Yes, Wuddle,” Tedula said distracted.

“Why is he asking you?” Sutto said angrily. “I’m in charge here.”

Nelson gasped as a realization struck her. “Dammit, you hypnotized him!”

“I did not!” Sutto shot back.

“Not you. Her!” Nelson shouted, pointing at Tedula. “You had this planned all along.”

Tedula’s frown deepened. “And I would have gotten away with it, too, if it hadn’t been for you meddling idiots and the Snarkleberry. Well, you can just forget it if you think I’m turning control of his mind over to you, Sutto.”

“I cannot allow this.” The words, soft, yet firm, seemed to almost come out of nowhere. It took the group several seconds to realize that it was Meppla who had spoken, a small weapon now grasped in his hand.

“That’s right! Get them, Meppla!” Tedula exclaimed. “Um…why are you pointing that at me.”

“Multek Board of Tourism. I was assigned to work here to monitor your business practices, and hypnotizing guests is definitely against the Board Charter. I must ask you to relinquish your hold on the Frequoq’s mind and surrender to me.”

“No way!” Sutto snapped. “I get them first. Teckle, handle grampa over there.”

Teckle took two steps toward Meppla, then hit the floor with a thud after the elderly Multek lashed out with an amazingly quick boot to the Multek youth’s temple. Before Sutto had the time to register his surprise, Tedula dove for the floor, snatching Teckle’s dropped blaster and leaping back to her feet, weapon in hand.

“This has officially gotten out of hand,” Dr. Nelson muttered as Tedula, Sutto, and Meppla eyed each other threateningly.

“I am Frequoq Wuddle,” Wuddle said with a blank grin.

“That’s nice, dear.”



“I think I’m getting the hang of it,” Garbitz said leisurely as the Runabout Cumberland barrel-rolled through an asteroid field, narrowly missing several chunks of debris. The gyrations were enough to make even a seasoned pilot like Commander Morales a little queasy.

“You do realize that stealing government property could get you in serious trouble,” Morales said, gripping the armrests of his chair. He’d made a couple of moves to get to the rear of the runabout, but Garbitz had slammed him back into the co-pilot’s seat with ease.

“Yeah,” Garbitz mumbled. “But they gotta catch me first.”

Lovely thought. Somehow Morales got the impression that being captured by the Multek authorities might actually be preferable to being trapped with Garbitz at the helm for any length of time.

He had to get control of the Cumberland back and quickly before Dr. Nelson commed for him or, even more likely, Garbitz smashed them into a tumbling hunk of rock.

Fortunately, he knew just the bait to dangle in front of his pigment-challenged captor.

“You’re actually quite good at this,” Morales said, feigning calm.

“What this?”

“This. Piloting. We could actually use someone like you back at headquarters.”

“You mean becoming a test pilot?” Garbitz said, obviously intrigued.

“A top-secret test pilot. You would see craft unlike anything else in the Multek Enclave if you worked at our station.”

“Station?”

“Space station.”

“You’ve got a space station!” Garbitz exclaimed.

Got him. Hook, line, and sinker. Whatever the hell that meant. Morales had never been one for fishing.

“Of course,” Morales replied. “You want to see it?”

“If this is a trick to get back in the pilot’s seat…”

“No no. You can fly there.”

“All right. Where is it?”

“That’s classified,” Morales said. “Although, I can program in the course.”

“Do it.”

Morales brought up a navigation screen on his console and began to work. For a moment, he toyed with the idea of activating the intruder alert systems, but then he’d be risking either Garbitz realizing what was happening and pummeling him before the anestheszine rendered them unconscious, Garbitz regaining consciousness before he did and pummeling him, or the ship being intercepted by the Multeks while they were both unconscious, none of which struck Morales as great options.

Garbitz headed off on Morales’s programmed course, leaving Morales with nothing to do but wait for a way to deal with his uninvited guest and curse Nelson for relaxing at a resort while he was facing a major crisis!



Dr. Nelson’s abdomen spasmed, sending a jolt of dizziness through her brain as the minds of Amelia Nelson and the Midon symbiont temporary became disentwined.

The others in the room were a bit too busy to notice.

“I think you’d better put that gun down, old man,” Sutto said, trying to sound threatening after watching his nephew get dropped to the floor in one kick.

“You shall have to remove it, a task I believe you will find to be rather difficult,” Meppla replied.

“I’ll shoot you.”

“Please do,” Tedula said. “It’d give me a chance to put a blaster bolt in your head.

“Crubbie, get your blaster out and cover her,” Sutto ordered.

“Don’t listen to him, Crubbie. We’re friends, remember?” Tedula said sweetly. “I know you’re the one who really designed and built the relaxation tanks. Not Sweaty here.”

“Sutto! Pull your damn gun!”

Crubbie was visibly trembling by this point. “I…I’m not carrying it.”

“WHAT?” Sutto bellowed furiously. “I spend my hard-earned money to buy you a top of the line weapon, and you can’t be bothered to carry it!”

“I don’t like guns.”

“Who asked you?” Sutto snapped.

“Um…you.”

“I am the Frequoq,” Wuddle said smiling.

“SHUT UP!” Nelson screamed, as Midon grabbed control of her arm and used it to backhand the entranced Multek leader.

“Why did you have to hypnotize my boyfriend?” Nelson asked, trying to pull herself back together, a task that was becoming increasingly difficult. She could feel sweat from the strain practically pouring off of her. If she didn’t get her unlogi soon, she was less than an hour from unconsciousness, max. In four hours, she’d probably be dead.

“Like you don’t know, Snarkleberry,” Tedula said in disgust.

“I do?”

“The lavish suite, the hand-cooked gourmet meals, hundreds of willing employees at your beck and call, no need to work. All because the Frequoq took a liking to you.”

Nelson made a mental note to ask Wuddle about the perks to this girlfriend gig that she was obviously missing.

“It was all going to be mine!” Tedula continued. “Then he showed up with you. No problem, I thought. I’d just hypnotize you both and end things in a clean, subtle fashion.”

“Guess I ruined that, huh?” Sutto said chuckling. “Figures you’d be up to something like this. Anyone who stiffs me for payment is no good in my book.”

“You’re just an annoying inconvenience,” Tedula shot back. “She’s the problem,” she said, pointing accusingly at Nelson. “That relaxation tank was configured to hypnotize you both. Why aren’t you under my complete control?”

“I’m not very susceptible to suggestion,” Nelson replied. “But I am seriously NOT feeling well. While you three stand here threatening to shoot each other, would you mind if I get my drugs?”

“The Snarkleberry is a drug addict?” Tedula and Sutto said.

“Not this again,” Nelson said, barely containing the urge to charge them both.

“No one’s going anywhere. Nothing’s going to happen until Teckle wakes up and shoots gramps. I’m still in charge here!”

Two transporter beams suddenly coalesced into two well-armed Multeks in dark green uniforms. “Everyone, drop your weapons!” they demanded.

“Or maybe they are,” Crubbie said.



Just as Commander Morales had hoped, Garbitz had been effectively neutralized by the shock of what lay outside the runabout.

“Humma umma. That’s a…woah. That’s huge!”

“If you say so,” Morales replied, non-plussed as he noticed the comm signaling an incoming message. “But you’d better let me transmit the proper protocols, or we’re liable to get blasted out of space.”

“Yeah. Yeah,” Garbitz mumbled.

“Cumberland. Morales here.”

“Welcome back,” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter’s voice said on the other end of the comm line. “You’re back early.”

“Unavoidable due to a guest.”

“Guest? What…” Porter’s voice trailed off. He was obviously checking his scanners. “Oh. I’m guessing he’s of the uninvited variety.”

“Yes, but I explained to him about our top secret test pilot facility, and he’s interested in joining. I told him I’d try to get him a meeting with Supreme Commander Holodeckle.”

“Ohhhhh. I’ll have to see if Supreme Commander Holodeckle is free at the moment,” Porter replied, managing to keep his voice sounding halfway-serious. “He’s just come back in from lunch. I can have your guest beamed over directly to meet with him and the chiefs of staff.”

“That would be very nice. Thank you, Wobble. Cumberland out.” Morales quickly cut the commline before Porter could reply and turned to Garbitz. “Looks like you’re in. Have a great meeting.”

“But I want to…” Garbitz was interrupted by the dematerialization of his body as it headed off to Waystation. Less than a second later, the comm flashed again.

“Cumberland,” Morales said, opening the channel.

“Is there something you’d like to tell me, Commander?” Captain Lisa Beck’s voice asked.

“He jumped me,” Morales replied. “I don’t have all the details yet, but I’m sure Supreme Commander Holodeckle can properly handle the interrogation.”

“We’ve got your Multek friend in a room full of other holographic Multeks. Porter and Russell are headed down there now to take control of a couple of the simulated officers, but that still leaves us with a Multek on the station,” Beck said. “I could try to find Hypple, but I don’t think he’s up for this sort of thing.”

“Garbitz will be fine with the holograms. I have no idea about Doctor Nelson, though. I need to get back in case Garbitz brought friends with him.”

“Understood. Get moving, Commander. We’ll deal with your stowaway after you bring back Amedon. Tell her the vacation’s over.”

“On my way,” Morales said, swinging the runabout around and quickly sending it into warp back toward Balibeb.



“You had so better be here to help!” Dr. Nelson snapped as the two newcomers aimed their weapons at the group. For their parts, Sutto, Tedula, and Meppla had quickly shifted positions to try and cover pretty much everyone at once.

“Frequoq Security,” one of the two men in green said curtly. “The Frequoq missed his prearranged check-in time. Are you all right, your Frequoqness?”

“Hunky-dorey,” the Frequoq replied with a grin. “I’m very relaxed now. Isn’t Tedula wonderful?”

“Is she the one with or without the weapon?”

“With. And it’s a very nice weapon, too.”

“If you say so, sir.”

“I just did.”

“Right. If all’s well, we’ll just be on our way.”

“Well?” Nelson shouted. “Did you miss the three people pointing guns at each other? And the fact that Wuddle’s a babbling idiot!”

“The Frequoq’s recreational activities are his affair,” the security agent replied. “You folks have a nice day.”

At that moment, something snapped in Dr. Nelson. Whether it was the strain on her body from unlogi withdrawal, near-delirium caused by the frazzling link with her symbiont, or just generally being fed up, Dr. Nelson said a big goodbye to being sensible.



“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH HHHHH!”

Nelson charged, taking everyone off-guard, and hit the security agent before he fully realized what was happening. Adrenaline and berserker rage pumping through her body, Nelson wrenched the blaster out of his hands and kept on running, firing wildly behind her as she continued toward the opened relaxation tank her and Wuddle had recently been resting in.

That was all the spark this particular powder keg needed. Tedula, Sutto, Meppla, Crubbie, and the security officers scattered, firing frantic blasts in each other’s general directions as they made for cover, leaving Wuddle standing in the middle of the room blissfully uncaring of the danger.

In the ensuing chaos, Nelson was able to focus on her immediate goals. Getting Wuddle and, more importantly, getting back to their room so she could get some unlogi and call in the cavalry. Uncomfortable poking be damned, this is the last time she went to a spa without wedging her commbadge into her swimsuit.



Generally, Starfleet frowned on zipping through Multek space at maximum warp. That kind of energy output was exactly the sort of thing that drew attention, which was a big no-no.

Commander Morales didn’t much care at that exact moment, since Warp 9.6 would put him back at Balibeb in a matter of minutes rather than hours. With any luck, Garbitz was just a lone guy who happened across the runabout, and Nelson wasn’t in any danger at all. She probably wouldn’t even know that Morales had left.

Once again, he noticed the comm system flashing.

“Runabout Cumberland. Morales here.”

“What’s your ETA at Balibeb?” Captain Beck’s voice asked urgently without so much as a hello.

“A matter a minutes, ma’am. Why?”

“Your friend, Garbitz, was there with his employer. Evidently, they had a falling out with the woman who runs the resort concerning payment for a job, and his employer was headed back for revenge.”

“Where is this employer now?”

“At the resort. Garbitz was just supposed to stay in orbit with their ship while the other the Multeks went down to have a word with this Tedula. And by ‘have a word’ I mean shoot her.”

Morales winced. “I’ll see if I can push the engines a little harder.”

“Do that. This Sutto Garbitz works for was evidently not expecting guests to be there. There’s no telling what he might do to Nelson and Wuddle if they get in his way.”



“Get out of the way!” Nelson screamed from her protected location, hoping that something just might penetrate Wuddle’s blitzkrieged brain enough to get him to make even the smallest move toward self-preservation.

“Protect the Frequoq!” the now-disarmed security officer shouted to his compatriot.

“That’s easy for you to say,” the other officer snapped back, dodging several blasts coming from Tedula and Sutto.

“I wanna beam back to the ship,” Crubbie said, dissolving into total panic.

Sutto turned on him and fired, stunning the Multek into a nice, deep coma. “That is SO much better,” Sutto said, turning his blaster back to the matter at hand.

Nelson’s vision began to blur a moment as another spasm coursed through her body. She didn’t have a lot of time left before she lost consciousness, but she was not about to just leave Wuddle to be shot.

“He’d better appreciate this when he snaps out of it,” Nelson muttered, steeling herself for the action ahead. After laying down several rapid blasts of frantic cover fire, she dashed out of the relaxation tank and, keeping her head low, charged Wuddle, tackling him to the deck as several bits of returned fire sailed over their heads.

“Oh I’m terribly sorry,” Wuddle said. “Was I in your way?”

Nelson clamped her hand over his mouth. “Shut up and run,” she growled, dragging Wuddle to his feet and racing him toward the exit leading to the guest rooms.

Not liking the looks of that maneuver at all, the remaining combatants turned their fire towards the fleeing Nelson and Frequoq. Nelson changed course, cursing all the while, and shoved Wuddle to the ground behind a large potted plant.

“Oooh. This smells nice and fresh,” Wuddle said, sniffing a leaf.

“Good. It’ll mask the stench of our cauterized limbs once the others finish zapping us,” Nelson muttered, sending a few shots of her own back towards the main battlezone.

“I am the Frequoq.”

“Say that one more time, and I’m planting your head,” Nelson replied.



No response.

That could not be good, Morales thought as he parked the runabout in a stationary orbit above the Cryjalia resort. Sutto’s ship hovered nearby, waiting for the return of its owners. On the one hand, the fact that they hadn’t left yet meant Morales possibly wasn’t too late to help Nelson. On the other hand, that meant three angry, armed Multeks were down on the planet.

Morales checked the runabout’s sensors and immediately wished he hadn’t. Nine humanoid life-signs were all clustered in the same room, and weapons fire was flying back and forth at a furious pace. He quickly adjusted the sensors, honing in on the one Terran in the room. Morales was no doctor, but the life signs coming from Nelson were very erratic.

His initial impulse was just to beam Nelson out of there, but he had no idea what was actually going on. Better to exercise a little bit of caution. After grabbing a spare commbadge from the equipment locker, Morales set it on the transporter pad and beamed it right next to Nelson’s location.

Returning to the pilot’s seat, he initiated another comm.

“MORALES!” Nelson’s voice shouted over the cacophony of several blasters firing.

“Yes, Doctor. What’s your status?”

“I’m either going to get shot or die from symbiotic rejection. Take your pick.”

“Where’s Wuddle?”

“With me, but he’s in some kind of trance. The resort operator tried to take control of his mind.”

“What about Sutto? Is he there?”

“Who isn’t here?” Nelson shouted back. “Stop yapping and do something! These people are going to kill each other!”

“Understood,” Morales said, wondering how one more person with a weapon was going to help matters. “I’ll see what I can come up with.”

“Quickly!”

“Right. Morales out.”

Let’s see. He had two phaser rifles on the runabout, but he’d still have to beam down and…

Morales’s thought process shifted gears a bit. Or he could just do something a little more dramatic.



Nelson ducked another blast, hoping that nobody decided to turn their weapons up from stun. Somehow she didn’t imagine that the terra-cotta pot she and Wuddle were hiding behind would be all that protective in that instance.

One thing she had to say for the Multeks: they had horrible aim. Of course, Sutto and Tedula were civilians, and Meppla was about three million years old, but the security guy (the one who still had a blaster anyway) had no excuse.

If Morales took too long, maybe everyone would get bored and decide to settle things over a game of cards or something.

BLAM!

Nelson dove to cover Wuddle as the ceiling above them was suddenly obliterated, revealing a gaping hole looking out to the sky above, sky that was currently dominated by a Starfleet runabout hovering directly overhead.

Oddly enough, the blaster fire in the relaxation room ceased immediately as everyone looked up in alarm.

“Now that’s doing something,” Nelson said gratefully. In unison, Sutto, Tedula, Meppla, and the security officer aimed their weapons upward. That lasted for approximately three seconds before the entire room was doused in a wide-beam stun blast.

“Even better,” Nelson thought, happily letting herself collapse into unconsciousness.



“First Officer’s Log. Stardate 53968.3. I was able to administer Doctor Nelson’s unlogi soon after transporting her up from the surface. Once she recovered from the stress of nearly undergoing a forced symbiotic separation, she was able to reverse the effects of whatever hypnosis Tedula performed on Frequoq Wuddle. We quickly filled Wuddle in on recent events, so that he could offer suggestions on how best to resolve the situation without revealing our presence to any other Multeks.

As per his advice, we’ve been joined in orbit over Balibeb by the Wayward delivering Garbitz. Garbitz is currently unconsciousness, the same as the seven remaining Multeks sprawled throughout the living area of the Cumberland. Wuddle has been in contact with his office on Multos in order to make a few arrangements. Now all we have to do is get out of the way and let the Multeks handle things.”



Tedula felt decidedly groggy as she regained consciousness. Her memory quickly flooded back, though, sending her scrambling for her blaster.

It wasn’t there.

And she wasn’t at Cryjalia anymore.

This looked suspiciously like a cell.

“Hey! Let me out of here!” she shouted. The door to the small brig area opened a few moments later, allowing the two Frequoq Security officers to enter, smiling smugly.

“Thought you could hypnotize your way into being the Snarkleberry, did you?” the head officer said with a chuckle. “Good plan.” He and his partner quickly broke down laughing.

“Try and prove it in court,” Tedula shot back. “You’ll be laughed right off of Multos.”

“I don’t think so,” the officer replied, holding up a data padd. “The schematics of your so-called relaxation tanks are pretty clear about what they can do.”

“And they have my testimony,” Meppla said, stepping up behind the officers. “You never should have messed with the Multek Board of Tourism. Tourism is the life-blood of the Multek Enclave. Without it…”

“All right! I get it! Leave me alone.”

“Nah,” the head officer replied. “We’re going to let Commander Meppla remind you of your duty to the Enclave. Have fun, folks.” The two security officers headed out of the brig, leaving Tedula alone with Meppla.

The old man took a deep breath and resumed his oratory. “Without tourism, the very fabric of Multek society would unravel into so many strands of…

“MAKE IT STOP! PLEASE MAKE IT STOP!”



Garbitz suddenly snapped awake and quickly sat up, looking around in a daze. He was in the cockpit of the SuttoFun, Inc. demo ship. Wait. What the brabel?

Before he could ponder things for too long, the cockpit door opened, and Sutto stormed in. “What happened?” he demanded angrily.

“Huh?”

“Did I tell you to beam us up?”

“Wha?”

“Did I?” Sutto raged.

“I don’t…”

“SHUT UP! We were in the middle of something VERY important,” Sutto said. “What were you thinking?”

“I had the most amazing dream,” Garbitz said. “There was this incredible ship…and a space station…and Supreme Commander Holodeckle wanted me to be a test pilot, and…”

Garbitz was cut off by Sutto’s hand smacking him upside his large head. “You’re a moron. You know that? Beam us back down there now!”

“Um…uncle?” Teckle said groggily, stumbling into the cockpit.

“Not now.”

“But…”

“Get your blaster. We’re going back down there.”

“I don’t think so,” Teckle said.

“What? Are you defying me now, too?”

“No. But…we probably shouldn’t try to do anything else.”

“Why not?” Sutto shouted.

“Because we’re surrounded,” Teckle said hesitantly, pointing at the viewport.

Sutto raced to the window, craning his neck to look beside the SuttoFun, Inc. vessel. Sure enough, a Multek military cruiser was hovering just off to port. Heading to the other side of the ship, he found another to starboard.

“They sent us a message,” Garbitz said, pulling the text- comm up on a monitor on his helm console. “Oh…ohhhh…ewwww.”

“What?”

“They’ve seized all your assets.”

“They can’t do that,” Sutto said nervously. “I’m a responsible citizen.”

“It says here you assaulted several other Multeks, endangered the Frequoq, attempted to take the Frequoq hostage, and impeded tourism.”

“Impeded tourism,” Sutto gulped. “I’m doomed.”

“Am I doomed, too?” Teckle asked.

“Yes! Now shut up. I’m trying to panic here.”



“Wake up.”

“Don’t wanna,” Crubbie said, fighting the soft voice trying to pull him out of his nice, comfy sleep. His mind raced back to the terror of the blasts flying at Cryjalia. Nope. He definitely didn’t want to wake up.

“It’s okay, Crubbie. You’re safe now.”

That voice. Could it be?

“Frequoq Wuddle?” Crubbie ventured, daring to open his eyes. His bleary vision quickly resolved to reveal the Frequoq, wearing the same glistening golden suit he wore for his official proclamations and autograph signings.

“That’s right,” Wuddle replied. Crubbie sat up, finding himself on a bed in one of Cryjalia’s guest rooms. “Take it slowly. You’ve suffered several stun blasts.”

“Sutto.”

“Don’t worry about him. He’s in custody.”

Crubbie blanched. “Am I under arrest?”

“That’s up to you,” Wuddle replied. “You can go to a rehabilitation ranch with your colleagues if you’d like, but I’ve come to understand that you’re something of a genius of the leisure arts.”

“That’s very nice of you to say, your Frequoqness. I love to help people have a good time. It makes me happy.”

“That’s what I thought,” Wuddle said with a smile. “And it looks like today may be your lucky day.”

“What?” Crubbie said confused.

“Well, it looks like Cryjalia’s former owner has been unavoidably and indefinitely detained, which leaves me in possession of a perfectly good resort. The problem is I’ve got an Enclave to run, so I can’t very well manage this place, too. You see my point?”

“Yes, your Frequoqness,” Crubbie said, trying to hide his excitement. “I could…I mean.”

“The place is yours.”

“Really?” Crubbie exclaimed.

“But I’ll be back in three months. You’d better have this place up and running by then, and it’d better be something special.”

“It will be. I guarantee it.”

“Good.,” Wuddle said, shaking Crubbie’s hand. “Now the first thing you’ll want to do is fix the roof in the relaxation room.”

“What happened to the roof?”

“Um…never mind.”



Wuddle stepped into the Frequoq yacht and tossed off his golden jacket, sending it flying onto the pilot’s chair at the front of the cockpit.

“That’s that,” he said, sliding down onto the loveseat at the rear of the cockpit beside Nelson.

“Crubbie said yes, I take it.”

“Just like you said he would.”

“He looked like a guy who just needed a little push to get him away from people like Sutto who were just dominating him in order to use his skills.”

“You figured all that out while they were aiming guns at us?”

“I’m a good judge of character,” Nelson said. “That’s why I’m dating you.”

“Well, it’s certainly not due to this little romantic getaway.”

“So you won’t be offended if I tell you we’re using the holodeck on Waystation next time?”

“Not one bit,” Wuddle said.

“Good because that’s sure as hell what’s happening,” Nelson said. She kissed Wuddle lightly on the cheek, then sank deeper into the loveseat. Now this was relaxing. And it was probably a good time to tell him about Midon.

Nah. That could wait. No need to dump the existence of the slug on Wuddle right now. Best to enjoy the time they had together before he had to take her back to Waystation. After this trip, she’d be lucky if Beck and especially Commander Morales ever let her leave with Wuddle again.



From chauffeur back to clerical assistant, Commander Morales thought as he sat in the food court of Starfleet Square Mall making is way through the quarterly personnel review forms filed by the various department heads. Did Lieutenant Russell even grasp the concept? Every single person on his staff was rated “Excellent.” Morales would have to have a word with him about that. How exciting.

“Good breakfast?” a voice asked, breaking into his work. Morales glanced over at the breakfast sandwich in his hand, then up at the speaker: Captain Beck.

“I don’t know,” he replied frowning. “I can’t remember what I’m supposed to be eating. I just went to the place with the shortest line.”

“Sounds like a dangerous technique,” Beck said, sitting down across from Morales, padd in hand. “I just finished reading through your report.”

Ouch. He’d been expecting this chat from the moment he’d been forced to bring Garbitz back to Waystation.

“Nice work,” Beck said, completely destroying Morales’s expectations of being lambasted.

“Huh?” he replied in disbelief. “I mean, I felt my performance was somewhat lacking,” he added quickly, recovering himself.

“What else could you have done?” Beck asked.

“About which part?”

“Any of them,” Beck said. “I’d say you took the hand that was dealt you and did the best anyone could have with it.”

“How can you say that? Garbitz saw the station,” Morales protested.

“Like I said, what else could you have done?”

“I could have tried to activate the transporter and trap him in the buffer until I could figure out what to do with him.”

“Too dangerous. What if he’d reached out and grabbed you when he realized he was being dematerialized? You would have been encompassed by the beam and stored in the buffer right along with him.”

“Okay. Well what about at Cryjalia? I blew up a roof! Why didn’t I just beam an anestheszine grenade in or something?” Morales said.

“We have no idea how anestheszine interacts with Multek physiology. You could have killed them all.” Beck smiled. “Besides your way was quite the attention grabber.”

“You could say that,” Morales replied unconvinced.

“I’m trying to give you some praise here, Walter,” Beck said. “Do you want it or not? And before you say anything, it’s deserved. Just smile and be happy with yourself.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Morales said, smiling a little.

“Better,” Beck said, standing up. “I’ve got a breakfast date with Phil, so I’ll see you in ops later.”

Beck walked off as Morales’s smile quickly faded. Lisa had another date with Phil. And suddenly, Morales had the urge to blow something else up.



END




Best Laid Plans



CONTINUITY NOTE: For anyone who also reads Star Traks: The Vexed Generation, the following story occurs early in Vexed Gen’s Year Four.





At the borders of consciousness, the Selvan watched. Watched and waited for a new opportunity to present itself. It had underestimated Lisa Beck the first time, underestimated her sense of self and strength of mind. Another approach was required, as was patience. Time was a factor but not critical.

For now, it would continue to wait…

And watch.



This was taking forever, Captain Lisa Beck thought to herself as she stood in front of the viewscreen that dominated the front of Waystation’s Operations Center listening while the image of Captain Kieal of Bechode Prime, babbled onward. Kieal’s ship was the first vessel from Bechode Prime to encounter the Federation, and, happily for Beck, Kieal came from a friendly culture. According to Kieal, Bechode Prime was located several hundred light years away and was interested in meeting its galactic neighbors. Assuming Kieal was representative of other Bechodians, they were a bumpy race. He had a row of circular…bumps running up his nose to his forehead, which was dominated by four far larger “bumps,” two in the front and one at each temple.

If Captain Kieal was any indication, the Bechodians were also exceptionally talkative.

“…honored to meet representatives of a government as seemingly-enlightened as your own. Several months ago we encountered to group claiming to be Collectors who tried to take this vessel right out from under us. I do have to ask you one question, though, Captain.”

“Of course,” Beck said, forcing a smile as she stole a glance at the chronometer. She was supposed to be off-shift twenty minutes ago. As it was, she was tempted just to hand things off to Commander Morales and be done with it, but she seemed to remember that was listed as a big no-no in the First Contact 101 manual.

“One of our long range probes passed this way approximately one of your months ago. At that time, we did not detect this station, yet now you’re here. Can you explain this?”

“We went missing for a while,” Beck replied, seeing no need to give any more details about the whole situation. The station had been stuffed into a subspace pocket briefly by a rogue admiral who intended to use it as a staging platform for his attempted coup. That generally wasn’t the sort of thing that you wanted to mention to potential new allies.

“Ahh…” Kieal said hesitantly. “Does this happen often?”

“Never before and never again,” Beck said. And now that she had the proverbial talking stick, it was time to wrap this up. “Captain, I’d like to extend an invitation for you and your crew to dock with us and take advantage of the facilities Waystation has to offer. I can have my Liaison Officer meet you and handle any orientation to the Federation that you might like.”

“We are most grateful for your offer. These deep space exploration missions can be rather tedious, and we rarely get the opportunity to disembark at a friendly port-of-call such as this. We would love to…”

“Fantastic! I’ll contact Yeoman Jones right away. My First Officer, Commander Morales, will see to your docking assignment. I look forward to meeting you in person, Captain.”

“Yes,” Kieal said, thrown by Beck’s sudden burst of information. “Perhaps we could dine together…”

“Sounds wonderful. I’ll see you tomorrow, then. Please hold for Commander Morales.” Beck quickly gestured to Morales, who, as ordered, put Kieal on hold. “It’s all yours,” Beck said, making for the turbolift.

“Is there something wrong?” Commander Walter Morales asked as he located a vacant docking arm for the Bechodian ship. The vessel was small enough to fit in the main docking bay, but Morales just wasn’t ready to allow a completely alien vessel into the confines of Waystation’s superstructure without getting to know them a little better…a lot better really.

“Not a thing. Why?”

“You just seem to be in big hurry.”

The turbolift doors opened, allowing Beck to enter. She turned back to Morales and smiled. “I’ve got plans. See you tomorrow.” The lift doors closed, sending Beck on her way.

“Plans,” Morales muttered to himself. He knew exactly what that meant. Another date with Phillip Harper. Lovely. But Morales couldn’t dwell on that now. He had some obnoxious aliens to direct into a parking space. The excitement was just overwhelming.



The last thing Dr. Amedon Nelson expected when she exited her quarters and stepped into the corridor was to be almost run over by a red-headed blur.

“Woah!” Nelson shouted. “No killing the doctor!”

“Sorry!” Captain Beck called as she charged away.

“Oh no you don’t,” Nelson said, jogging to catch up with Beck. “Where the hell are you going?”

“Shower. I’m running late.”

“Was I uninvited to another official dinner that I didn’t know about?”

“Date. Phil.”

“That explains it. Whose quarters is dinner in tonight?”

“Neither,” Beck said as they approached her door. “Tonight I’m taking him out. The man has been here for over a month and hasn’t really been anywhere other than Ih’mad’s restaurant and the food court, not that he’s had much in the way of free time.”

“Owning a network is a full-time job I suppose.”

“That’s exactly why I’m using tonight to show him some other places on the station. We’ve got a lot to offer,” Beck replied, opening the doors.

“True,” Nelson said, following Beck into her quarters. “So where are you taking him?”

“Dillon’s. I figured I might as well go straight for the four star dining experience.”

“It’ll certainly be better than that Andorian crap you two insist on poisoning yourselves with.”

“You can keep the culinary critique to yourself, Amedon.” Beck looked around at her quarters. “Um…Amedon?”

“What?”

“What are you doing in here?”

“Following you.”

“Uh huh. Well, I think I can take it from here.”

“You don’t want to show me what you’re going to wear?”

“No. Thanks anyway. Bye bye.”

“Fine,” Nelson groused, heading toward the door. “This isn’t fair, though. Wuddle’s not here, so I have every right to meddle in other people’s love lives.”

“Then meddle with someone else.”

“I would, but you’re the only one with a love life. Pathetic really,” Nelson said, heading out the door. “Have fun tonight, Lisa.”

“I will. No doubt about that,” Beck said as the doors closed.



It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. Bradley Dillon sat at his massive desk in his wood-paneled office in the Dillon Enterprises complex staring blankly at the monitor in front of him.

The monitor was currently displaying a text message of a mere 5 words:



HAVE SOLD TO SIMMS - MENNIN



But the import of those words had sent Bradley into near catatonia. Higal Mennin was the owner of OmegaMart, a retail chain headquartered on Alpha Centauri that had stores spread across that world as well as Tellar, Andor, Vega, and even a couple on Vulcan (a notoriously hard market to crack).

Word had reached Bradley that Higal Mennin was tiring of the day to day strain of running the OmegaMart Corporation and had not selected a successor from inside the corporate ranks. Before Higal, the stores had been run by Mennins for six generations, but Higal had never married, meaning there were no more Mennins to inherit the business.

Learning this through his contacts on Alpha Centauri, Bradley had sent Mennin a communique offering to purchase OmegaMart for a fairly generous sum. The deal would solve Mennin’s problem and also remove one of the major competitors of Dillon’s Supply Depots on the core Federation worlds.

But Mennin sold to Simms. John Edward Simms, Jr. of all people. Simms was owner of Simms Ship Lines, but until now the man had shown no interest in expanding beyond his starliner business.

That had evidently changed. Simms now had several hundred retail outlets under his control, and who knew what steps he would take from there? Would he expand, attempting to go head to head with Dillon’s Supply Depot? Would he change the OmegaMart name to something with Simms in the title, thus expanding the power of his brand?

Why was Bradley even worrying? Simms’s financial power was insignificant compared to his own. As far as Bradley knew, Simms didn’t even have the resources to make a competitive offer for OmegaMart.

But if that was the case, how come he now owned it?

And then the light dawned.

“The G-Pulsar,” he muttered, understanding.

Eight years ago while he was still running his Used Starship Alley on Alpha Centauri, Bradley has sold Higal Mennin’s boyfriend a “gently-used” G-Pulsar, which, three weeks later, said boyfriend flew into the Alpha Centauri star at an exceptionally high rate of speed.

The official explanation (and Bradley’s firm belief) was pilot error, but Higal blamed Bradley Dillon. And now, years later, Higal Mennin had gotten her revenge by refusing Bradley’s offer and giving her company to that upstart Simms.

“Some people really need to learn to let go of a grudge,” Bradley muttered unhappily to himself.



Phillip Harper responded to his door chime in less than five seconds, surprising Captain Beck, who was tossing her head back after making a last-minute readjustment to her hair.

“Um…hi,” Beck said as she realized Phillip was watching her.

“Evening,” he replied smiling. “There’s nothing like opening your door and seeing a beautiful woman in mid-hair flip to start your evening off right. Was that just for my benefit?”

“Not even close, you pervert,” Beck said with a grin. Every person had their little kinks, and Beck had found out fairly early on that Phillip Harper’s was hair, particularly long red hair, of which Beck had plenty. Of course, she wouldn’t admit to anyone that she’d spent a little extra time after her sonic shower giving her hair a little extra wave and body for this evening. Otherwise, she was dressed in a pair of flowing black slacks and a burgundy Antarian silk blouse. Phillip, meanwhile, was in a dark blue suit that would give Bradley Dillon’s usual dapper attire a run for its money. Bradley also didn’t have the benefit of being a fit 6’2”, which made the overall effect of Phillip’s appearance rather striking.

“You did say to dress nicely for dinner,” Phillip said as he noticed Beck looking him over appreciatively.

“That I did. But no fair outdoing me.”

“Impossible. You look amazing, as always.”

“That’d be more believable if you hadn’t said the same thing after I captured that escaped Botalian slime bear last week.”

“But that slime gave your hair such a wonderful shine!”

“You’re sick. You know that?”

“I thought you liked that about me.”

“Damn. You figured me out.”

“I don’t think there’s much of a chance of that either,” Phillip said, offering his arm to Beck.

“Oooh, and he’s smart, too,” Beck said, taking the offered arm.

“So where are you whisking me away to this evening?”

“Well, since we seem to always have Andorian when we go out, I thought we’d try something a little different. Some place with a bit classier atmosphere.”

“The food court?” Phillip replied.

“Just wait until I tell Ih’mad you said that.”

“No. Please no! I’ll end up in tomorrow’s lunch special!” Phillip begged mockingly.

“How someone like you owns his own holovision network, I’ll never know.”

“It requires just the right level of insanity. Kind of like commanding a space station.”

“I knew I liked you for a reason,” Beck said as the pair entered a turbolift.



“So?” Lisa Beck asked as Phillip Harper looked around at their surroundings.

“Swanky,” Phillip replied. The couple was currently sitting at a candlelit table in a dim corner of one of the side dining rooms in Dillon’s Restaurant located inside Bradley Dillon’s Starfleet Suites Hotel. While the side dining room didn’t have the massive gold and crystal chandelier that was present in the main dining room, it also didn’t have the main dining room’s bright lighting and incessant piano playing. The side dining room did, however, sport an impressive collection of bronze and plaster statuary from Earth’s Renaissance era. Reproductions of them anyway. At least Beck assumed they were reproductions. With Bradley, you never could tell. He might have bought the originals.

“It just seemed like a shame that you’d never been here,” Beck said. “The food’s great, and you don’t see the owner very often.”

“Come on. Bradley Dillon seems like a decent enough guy.”

“He is…if you can get through his general air of smug arrogance and superiority. General rule for you: if you meet a Dillon, run.”

“You know more than one?”

“Let’s not go there, I’m eating,” Beck said, taking a spoonful of the French onion soup she’d ordered.

“Oooookay. Did you follow any of that mess with the Maloxitarian cult on Neptune last month? KNN monopolized the whole story, but I’m thinking about having Joan Redding try to get an interview with the Starfleet captain involved. Brewer or Baxter or something.”

Beck choked on a bit of onion. “Baxter,” she gasped. “You don’t want to interview him. Trust me.”

“Oookay. Is there anyone that you do like?”

“Oh no. Bradley,” she muttered in reply.

“Now I’m lost.”

Beck silently pointed toward the door behind Phillip, a door that Bradley Dillon was just entering in something of a hurry.

“Good evening, Mister Harper!” Bradley exclaimed. “I had no idea that you would be joining us for dinner tonight.”

“You didn’t get the memo?” Beck asked sarcastically.

“Good evening to you as well, Captain. It’s a pleasure to see you, as always.”

“Uh huh.”

“Actually, Mister Harper, I’m glad I ran into you this evening. I was going to be contacting you in the morning anyway. You see, I’m interested in purchasing some ad time on your network.”

“Kedalfip in our Sales Department will be happy to set that up for you,” Phillip replied. “He’s in at 0800 hours every morning. Just contact him then.”

“I would prefer to deal with you personally. There are other…factors involved.”

“Such as?”

“Such as the placement of a story on this evening’s AWN newscast.”

“You want to place a news story?”

“I would prefer to have one displaced…possibly two.”

“This wouldn’t have anything to do with that sales hologram malfunction at the Dillon’s Supply Depot on Rigel Eight, would it?”

“The girl’s eyebrows are going to grow back!” Bradley said. “And she shouldn’t have been trying to get behind the sales counter in the first place!”

“From what I understand, your hologram went after her with a plasma torch. What happened to the customer is always right?”

“Now it’s the customer is always charcoal,” Beck remarked.

“I can’t interfere with the integrity of our news operation, Mister Dillon,” Phillip said. “No one will trust our reporting anymore if I can be bribed into cutting stories.”

“Bribed?” Bradley cried. “No one said anything about a bribe.”

“Would you prefer extorted?” Beck asked.

“I did no such thing.”

“You said you’d buy advertising on his network if he cut the story. Sounds like extortion to me.”

“This is business, Captain, something Starfleet does not engage it. While I value your input on all things military, this is really not your arena,” Bradley said.

“Touchy touchy.”

“Don’t be too hard on the guy. He had a rough day with the OmegaMart announcement and all,” Phillip said with a smirk.

“Announcement!” Bradley said in alarm. “There was an announcement to the press!”

“We received the vid clip at 1300,” Phillip replied.

“That was before she even commed me,” Bradley mumbled. “Vengeful little…”

“As fascinating as all of this ‘business’ is, we’d really like to get back to our dinner…ALONE,” Beck said sternly.

“Hang on,” Phillip said. “Mister Dillon might want to make a statement for our viewers.” He turned to Bradley. “Should I get Joan Redding down here?”

“You think this is funny now,” Bradley said darkly. “But you wait. If John Simms, Junior just thinks he’s going to waltz in and have the same success in retail that he’s had in the ship business, he’s in for a rude awakening. Bradley Dillon controls this particular dance floor, and I’m NOT playing his tune!”

“Somebody stop this metaphor. I want to get off,” Beck said.

“OmegaMart was mine! Mine, dammit!” Bradley shouted. “I will not stand by while that nobody…”

As Bradley was raving, Beck noticed his personal assistant, Gisele (Beck assumed she had a last name, but she’d never heard it), enter quietly. She slipped up beside Bradley and placed a hand on his arm. Bradley stopped in mid-bellow, leaning toward Gisele as she whispered something in his ear.

“Of course,” he said finally. He glanced at Phillip and Beck. “Enjoy your meals,” he said, then followed Gisele out the door.

“Suddenly, I’m really not enjoying the ambiance here,” Beck said rising from her chair. “Let’s go.”

“Oookay. We could always reserve a holodeck,” Phillip offered.

“Definitely not. There are plenty of other places to go on Waystation. Trust me,” Beck said, pulling Phillip past their confused waiter and toward the door.

“But…” the waiter stammered. “Mister Dillon said the meal is complimentary!”

“Box it up and send it to Ops,” Beck shouted back.

“Oooh. The night shift eats well tonight,” Phillip said.

“And so will we. Come on.”



“They seem nice,” Yeoman Tina Jones commented.

“Oh yeah. Absolutely,” Commander Walter Morales replied, spinning his synth-ale around in its mug as he and Jones sat at a table in Victoria’s Pub watching Captain Kieal and the other five Bechodians from his crew attempt to play snooker at the table in the back corner of the pub.

“And it gets you out of Ops.”

“Hooray for diplomacy.”

“I think the Bechodians can merge into one giant creature that will kill us all with its plasma breath.”

“How nice for them.”

“You’re not listening to me at all. There’s a surprise.”

Morales snapped out of his funk for a moment. “Sorry, Tina. I’m just having a hard time putting on a grin for the meet-and-greet this evening.”

“It could be worse. Remember those Voulads a couple of years ago who just wanted to see our waste extraction systems.”

Morales shuddered. “I still don’t know how you talked Russell into his…demonstration.”

“Can I tell you a secret?”

“Sure.”

“I had Craig rig Sean’s replicator so it added a ‘special ingredient’ to everything Sean ordered.”

“Special ingredient, huh?” Morales said, cracking a smile. “Why do I get the feeling Doctor Nelson was involved in this somehow?”

“Well, I did get her advice on what laxative would work the fastest.”

“Tina, did anyone ever tell you that you have a streak of pure evil inside you?”

“Anything to keep our guests happy,” Jones replied with a grin.

“Do you want another synthi-cider?”

“Please,” Jones said, pushing her mug to Morales, who then got up and headed toward the bar. A few seconds later, Jones saw Captain Beck and Phillip Harper entering Victoria’s. Mister Harper gave Jones a friendly wave, then he and Beck sat down at a table in a corner as far from the snooker table as they could get. Captain Beck obviously didn’t feel like having a chat with the Bechodians.

Jones glanced over at Morales, who was being talked at by Sanders, the pub proprietor. Sanders was as good at listening as most people of his trade were purported to be, but what he really liked was to have an audience as he gave his views at length about whatever issue happened to be on his mind. Morales was doing his best to pay attention, which, on the bright side, meant he hadn’t seen Beck and Phillip Harper enter the establishment.

The captain had been seeing Mister Harper for a couple of months now. Jones would have thought that Morales would be over it, but Jones could see Morales’ face darken every time Phillip Harper was mentioned. Jones knew a few things about unrequited love, having had a few crushes of her own over the years, but Morales’ obsession, if that was even the word for it, with Lisa Beck was entering its third year. This was getting ridiculous…and possibly unhealthy.

“Here you go,” Morales said, putting a fresh mug of synthi-cider down in front of Jones. “And did you know Sanders has come to the conclusion that all circuses are dens of evil?”

“The last one we had here certainly wasn’t very nice,” Jones said. “So did you want to play snooker with the Bechodians? I’m sure they’d let you in for a round.”

“I’ll pass,” Morales said.

“Okay. What about that new painting you said you were working on? Did you still need a model?”

“I decided to cut the person out of it all together. It works better that way. Besides, I don’t think anyone on board would have been up for the ‘pose naked’ part of the modeling.”

“Why would they have to be naked?”

“Because that’s what the painting required.”

“But you’re the painter. Can’t you not require that?”

“It’s art, Tina. I don’t control what is and is not required.”

“But you’re the guy with the paint brush.”

“Just trust me. It’s better without the person,” Morales said with a chuckle. He raised his mug of synth-ale to his lips, looking around the pub as he did so. Jones groaned inwardly as Morales’ eyes locked on Beck and Phillip Harper.

“When did they get here?”

“They who here where?” Jones replied quickly.

“Them,” Morales said, pointing toward the table where Beck and Harper were looking over a menu padd.

“Them? Oh! Them! I have no idea. I didn’t see them come in.”

“Uh huh.” Morales started to get up from his chair.

“Where are you going?”

“Official business.”

“They’re on a date, Walt. It’s not really the time for business.”

“Sure,” Morales mumbled, moving off.

Captain Beck and Phillip Harper were still perusing their menus when Morales approached their table.

“Captain. Mister Harper,” he said flatly.

“Commander,” Harper acknowledged with a nod of his head.

“Did you decide to move Ops down here?” Beck asked with a smile.

“The Bechodians requested my presence, and you did ask me to deal with them.”

“True,” Beck said. “We seem to be emergency-free this evening, so enjoy yourself. Just stick to the synthehol.”

“Of course. Would you like me to introduce you to Captain Kieal?”

“We met by way of viewscreen. That was enough for me. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Sure,” Morales said. “Have a nice evening.”

“We will.”

“Goodbye, Commander,” Harper said.

Morales nodded and headed back to his table where Yeoman Jones waited. “Did you resolve whatever galactic crisis was bugging you?” Jones asked.

“Did Phillip Harper just get sucked into a black hole?”

“Nope.”

“Then no.” Morales took another long drink from his mug. “I’ll be right back. I forgot something.”

“Walt! Dinner is going to be here in a second.”

“I won’t be long.”

Jones groaned, this time audibly, and put her head in her hands as Morales made his way back to Beck’s table.

“I’m sorry to bother you again, Captain, but I was wondering if you’d had a chance to look over Lieutenant Commander Porter’s report concerning the variance in the tertiary plasma relay in the secondary core,” Morales said.

“No. Is it urgent?”

“Probably not, but you never know with these variances. There’s always the chance that it could cause a cascade failure, igniting all of the plasma in the conduits, which could end up destroying the station.”

“Uh huh,” Beck said skeptically. “What’s Porter doing about it?”

“Running a diagnostic.”

“Then everything’s under control. Night, Walt.”

“What? Oh, yes. Good night.” Morales once again returned to his table, where, as Jones predicted, their dinners were waiting.

“Mmmm! Fish and chips!” Jones said, waving a hand over Morales’ meal like some spokesmodel. “Dig in!”

“Wait just one second…” Morales turned on his heel and charged back the way he had come, almost running headlong into Captain Beck, who was in the process of leaving her table with Harper in tow, as he did so.

“Captain!” he exclaimed surprised.

“Whatever it is, tell me in the morning,” Beck said as she and Harper headed toward the exit.

“You’re leaving?” Morales asked.

“Yeah. Nothing looked appealing. Good night, Walter. Go eat your dinner.”

“Yes, Captain. Good night.”

“Good job,” Jones said as Morales returned to their table. “You drove them right out of the pub.”

“They didn’t like the menu.”

“Maybe it was the atmosphere.”

Morales grunted in response, then ripped into his fish with a vengeance. Jones sighed. Oh well. Better he vented against a bit of fried food than Phillip Harper.



Phillip Harper chuckled softly as he and Beck made their way back out into the main concourse of Starfleet Square Mall.

“What’s so funny?” Beck asked.

“I was just marveling at your popularity. Aliens want to meet you. Your first officer constantly wants to consult you. I hope Starfleet gives you enough credits for doing this job.”

“Not even close,” Beck replied. “Come on. This hunger thing is starting to make me cranky.”

“We could always go eat on the holodeck?” Phillip offered.

“We’re enjoying the amenities of my station whether you like it or not!” Beck replied. “Even if we have to go the same place we always go.”

“Andorian is fine by me.”

“Who asked you?” Beck replied, nudging Phillip’s body playfully with her own. “What do you think this is? A democracy?”



“How in the hell did I let you talk me into this?” Doctor Amedon Nelson grumbled as she sat in a booth in the Andorian Restaurant cramped between the wall and Lieutenant Sean Russell.

“What else did you have to do tonight?” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter asked from across the table. He was currently decked out what Nelson had called a “crappy looking” purple tunic covering a simple white shirt and brown pants. It was supposed to be medieval, or so he claimed. Everyone else in the Ic’hasssssst V’Kelsnet Andorian Restaurant was similarly attired…everyone except for Russell and Nelson anyway. Of course, considering this was supposed to be a medieval dinner for Porter’s Society for Creative Anachronisms group, the attire was appropriate.

“You promised castles and jousting, not chunky water and deadly food.”

“Well SOMEBODY didn’t reserve our holodeck space when we told him too!” Porter shouted.

“I screwed up! Okay! I get it!” Ensign Mike Waits shouted back from across the room where he was slipping into his armor. His punishment for his transgression was to fight everyone who wanted to have a go at him. Porter’s hope was at the end of the night, Waits’ arms would just fall off from holding up his sword.

Ih’mad and the rest of the Andorian staff of the restaurant had been watching the evening’s proceedings with near glee. Their establishment was full, and combat was in the offing! There had been a little bit of initial disappointment when they’d learned that flamethrowers weren’t a part of Earth’s medieval era, but that was a small price to pay in return for having the music of swords clanging throughout the restaurant for the evening.

Porter turned his attention back to Nelson. “Besides, we gave Ih’mad a menu to prepare. There won’t be anything Andorian here. I promise. Just roast boar and mead and ale and wine and more mead.”

“Great. At least I can get thoroughly sloshed before you morons start beating yourselves up with swords,” Nelson muttered. She elbowed Russell in the side. “And what the hell’s with you? You haven’t said a word since we got here.”

“Nothin’,” Russell replied glumly.

“Starfleet Headquarters sent out the quarterly promotions listing this morning,” Porter explained. “Sean wasn’t on it.”

“Captain Beck would of told you if she was promoting you,” Nelson said.

“He could also be promoted by Headquarters. They do personnel reviews every couple of months and hand down promotions to people who deserve them.”

“I’m never gonna get promoted!” Russell cried, slamming his fist down on the table.

“Sure you will,” Porter replied.

“That’s easy for you to say…Lieutenant Commander!”

“I should have made Wuddle come here today,” Nelson groaned. “But no. He had some damn Future of Merriment conference. Damn politicians.”

“You’re the one dating him,” Porter replied. “You knew he was the Multek Frequoq beforehand.”

“And I fell for him anyway. Stupid me.”

“Can I quote you on that?” Porter said with a smirk. Nelson’s boot suddenly slammed into his shin. “OWWWW!”

“That you can quote,” Nelson said.



Captain Beck and Phillip Harper stopped in their tracks as soon as they stepped into the Ic’hasssssst V’Kelsnet Andorian Restaurant and saw the crowd of people decked out in armor and other medieval garb.

“Did we throw a crusade no one told me about?” Beck asked.

“Have at you!” In the nearby Mishtak pit, Richard Theroll, Colonization Administration bureaucrat by day/Society for Creative Anachronisms president by night, charged at Ensign Waits, sword at the ready. Waits parried the blow, knocking Theroll’s sword upward, then swung at Theroll’s armored torso.

“Maybe it’s dinner theater,” Phillip remarked as Ih’mad rushed over to greet the newcomers.

“A wonderful evening to you, Captain Beck,” Ih’mad said.

“You’ve got quite a crowd here tonight,” Beck said.

“A last minute banquet, but I can make room for you. We have a massive grizniizk roasting in the back as we speak. I’m sure there’s enough for you and Mister Harper.”

“I shall smite thee in the name of King Arthur!” Richard Theroll shouted, taking another wild swing at Mike Waits.

“Er…I don’t think so,” Beck said. “You folks have fun with your weapons.” She noticed Dr. Nelson sitting across the restaurant. “At least medical help is standing by.” Nelson took a long, long drink from her mug of mead. “On second thought, it appears the medical help won’t be standing for too much longer,” Beck added. “Good night, Ih’mad.”

“Good night, Captain. Come by for breakfast! I’ll make you a wonderful grizniizk and mushroom omelet!”

“I’ll do that.”

Beck and Phillip headed back out into the mall concourse.

“Holodeck?” Phillip asked.

“No,” Beck said, biting her lower lip as she considered her next move. Aha! “I have one more idea…and we can get food while we’re there.”



Lieutenant Russell was watching Waits and Theroll’s battle with disinterest when his commbadge chirped. “Watson to Lieutenant Russell.”

“Go ahead,” he replied after tapping the badge.

“We just got a red light on the monitor from Trinkets of Tellar.”

“Red light as in break-in?”

“I think so. The shop was closed today for the Festival of Gribnak.”

“I’ll be right there,” Russell said.

“Right here or right there meaning the shop?”

“The shop, Watson. The shop. Russell out.”

“Go stop some crime,” Porter said.

“Save me some boar,” Russell replied. Waystation’s Chief of Security hopped up from the table and charged toward the Mishtak pit. “Waits, let’s go!”

“But I’m beating him!” Waits replied as Theroll staggered backwards from a bonk to the helmet from the pommel of Waits’ sword.

“He’ll be here when you get back,” Russell said. “We have work to do.”

“All right,” Waits whined, clanking out the door after Russell.

Russell hadn’t made it five steps into the mall concourse before he was run over by a rapidly moving figure. Honestly, he didn’t mind so much because it was a fantastically-toned female figure wearing a skin tight body-suit.

“It’s a good thing I don’t give out speeding tickets,” Russell said as he and the woman lay in a heap on the deck. “But I’m pretty sure that outfit deserves a warning.”

The woman laughed weakly as she scrambled to her feet, checking to make sure the small pack she had flung across her back was still there. “I’m very sorry. I’m just late to meet a friend.”

“I could be your friend,” Russell replied with a grin as he stood up.

“I really need to go.”

“So do I actually. Possible robbery at the Tellarite jewelry store. Say, you wouldn’t mind if I looked in that bag, would you?” he asked casually.

The woman blanched, then bolted toward the nearest turbolift.

“Dammit! Why are all the gorgeous ones criminals!” Russell cried, running after her. Waits was right at his side…then fell behind…then farther behind…then stopped altogether as the armor wore him out.

“I’ll get back to the office and track the turbolift!” Waits called after Russell.

“Gee thanks,” Russell shouted back sarcastically.



“I don’t think I’ve been down here,” Phillip Harper said as Captain Beck led him to a set of double doors on Deck 87. “I thought it was all quarters.”

“Mostly, but we have a few recreational facilities around.”

“Recreation, huh? What did you have in mind?”

“A private showing of some appropriate film or another. No one really uses this theater, so we should have it all to ourselves. What will it be? We’ve got a huge collection of holovids and a bunch of the old 2-D-ers, if you like the classics.”

Beck opened the door to the theater and was greeted by the image of some poor sap being attacked by a massive bug on the room’s large screen.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” the crowd gathered in the theater screamed in disgust. Beck squinted her eyes against the darkness trying to see who was in there.

“What do you want, Beck?” a gruff voice demanded from her left. Colonel Martin Lazlo of the Federation Marine Corps was standing right beside her, glaring.

“Sorry, Lazlo. I didn’t realize the theater was occupied,” Beck said.

“I reserved the space with Morales. If you’d have looked at the scheduling chart, you’d know that.”

“Like I said, I’m sorry.” She winced as a giant bug rammed something into a man’s skull and started sucking. “What the hell are you watching?”

“Starship Troopers. Good military drama. And it gets the troops ready to face anything.”

“Like giant brain sucking bugs.”

“You never know. The galaxy is a dangerous place.”

“Uh huh. You folks have fun.”

“This isn’t fun. It’s training!” Lazlo snapped.

“Whatever. Night, Colonel.” Beck closed the theater door, leaving her and Phillip alone in the corridor. “So much for that,” she grumbled.

“Come on,” Phillip said, taking her hand and heading back toward the turbolift.

“Where are we going?”

“You’re just going to have to wait to find out, aren’t you?”



“The holodeck,” Beck said once they’d arrived at their destination a few minutes later. “What a surprise.”

“You sound disappointed,” Phillip said.

“I just…I wanted you to see more of what Waystation has to offer. You’ve only been here a couple of months, and half of that you’ve been away at meetings. I don’t think you’ve had the chance to really get to know the place.”

“You sound like you’re trying to sell it to me.”

“I just want you to be happy here.”

“I am, and that has nothing to do with whether or not I can get a meal in peace,” Phillip replied. “I have to admit I’ve grown pretty attached to the management around here.”

Beck wrapped her arms around Phillip’s waist. “The management is heading toward starvation. What have you got hiding in that holodeck?”

“Computer, start program Harper Three.”

“Program complete. Enter when ready,” the computer replied after a few chirps. The holodeck doors opened revealing the interior of a dimly lit club. On stage, a four piece band consisting of a guitarist, drummer, pianist, and sax player were deep into their own tunes.

“You like it?” Phillip asked. “It’s a little club I used to go to back in Boston. I did tweak the kitchen a bit, though. It’s got food from this place in Chicago I ate at all through college. Great stuff. And the band is the Ray Jenkins Quad. Late 22nd century Fission Jazz. And after dinner, we can head outside. There should be a horse-drawn carriage waiting to give us a night-time tour of the French Quarter.”

“I thought this was Boston.”

“This is my holodeck program,” Phillip said with a smile. “It’s everywhere I want to be.”

“Catchy,” Beck replied.

“And the evening will end with some dancing at a ball in Paris…if you’re up for it.”

“Dancing?” Beck said. “I don’t… Dancing has never been…”

“You want to give it a try?”

Beck grinned. “Sure. Why the hell not? I can make a fool of myself in front of some holograms.”

“Great. Then let’s eat!” Phillip said, moving toward a table.

“Lieutenant Russell to all security personnel,” Beck’s commbadge erupted suddenly. As captain, she A) had to keep her badge with her at all times, and B) got updated on all security alerts, neither fact she was thrilled about at the moment.

Russell’s voice continued its announcement. “Be on the lookout for a human female. Approximately 170 centimeters tall. Thirty years of age. Wearing a dark purple catsuit. Exceptionally form-fitting. Nice form, too. She’s wanted for questioning in connection with the robbery of Trinkets of Tellar. Russell out.”

“Something wrong?” Phillip asked.

“They can handle it,” Beck said.

“Russell to all security personnel. The suspect is on Deck 43, Section 29-Baker. Moving fast. 30-Baker.”

“So…did you want to sit down?” Phillip asked.

“Just one second,” Beck said. “Exit.” The holodeck doors appeared, then opened as Beck approached. Phillip watched in confusion as she stood at the exit, counting down on her fingers.

“Five…four…three…two…”

Beck stuck her arm out of the door, clotheslining Russell’s robbery suspect. The woman hit the ground in a heap, gasping for air. Seconds later, four of Russell’s officers and Russell himself converged onto the scene.

The captain nonchalantly allowed the holodeck doors to close and headed back over to Phillip. “Okay. Where’s the food?” she said, taking Phillip’s arm and leading him to a table for two near the stage. “I’ve got to keep my strength up for the rest of this date.”






A Door Is Ajar



At the borders of consciousness, the Selvan watched. Watched and waited for an opening through which it could take control of Lisa Beck. But if anything, her borders had grown stronger of late. She was happy. She was completely sure of and secure in herself. The Selvan’s patience was wearing thin. The door had to be opened, but a direct assault would surely fail.

Perhaps there was another possibility…

And another way to open the door.



One of the hardest things for most people to adjust to when they first venture into space for long periods of time is the complete and utter lack of a sunrise or sunset. Beings, no matter their planet of origin, have a built-in-chronometer that expects to see a sun or suns when they get up in the morning.

Having spent the better part of the last fifteen years in space, Captain Lisa Beck was well beyond needing sun to tell her it was morning. Her internal workings were now set to Waystation time, and, as she slowly drifted awake, she instinctively knew that she had slept in.

Beck rolled over lazily and found herself face-to-face with Phillip Harper, president of the Associated Worlds holovision network and Beck’s significant other for the last couple of months.

“Good morning,” he said groggily. “I didn’t hear you come in last night.”

“It was late,” Beck said as Harper reached over and ran his hand through her tousled red hair, brushing it out of her face. “A Benzite colony ship got a little too close to a freighter headed toward the Andorian colony, so the freighter calmly and rationally opened fire.”

“Gotta love those Andorians.”

“Oh yeah. The colony ship lost propulsion and started drifting toward the Multek border. It took the Wayward and both runabouts to tow that heifer back into open space while Porter and his crew got the engines up and running again.”

“Heifer, huh?”

“Craig thought the ship resembled a cow.”

“Did it?”

Beck nodded and chuckled. “Complete with udders.”

“Sorry I missed it.”

“I would have invited you along if I’d know you were going to be here. It was kind of a surprise to come home and find a man in my bed.”

“A good surprise, I hope.”

Beck leaned over and kissed him. “Best I can think of. But what happened? I thought you were going to be gone for another week.”

“I got two days out, and the Yridians commed me,” Phillip said. “They’d discussed it and decided that they’d carry AWN. That pretty much wiped out my whole reason for going to Yridia, so I turned around.”

“See. You’re so charismatic, you can negotiate for satellite usage without even being present.”

“Or opening my mouth,” Phillip said. “Not that I’m complaining. I’ll take any planet I can get.”

“Don’t worry. You’re going to make AWN huge and then I’m sure some of Krinokom’s thugs will be banging down your door to wipe out their competition.”

“Yeesh. There’s a happy thought,” Phillip winced.

“No big deal. You’ll be here, so they won’t find you.”

“My heroine,” Phillip said. He gazed at her intently for several moment. “I mean that, you know.”

“I know,” Beck said with a soft smile. “Hungry?”

“I could eat. Food court?”

“Sure.”

Twenty minutes later, the couple finally managed to emerge from the bed and start their day.



“I don’t know,” Commander Walter Morales said thoughtfully as he sat across from Yeoman Tina Jones in the food court of Starfleet Square Mall, a mostly eaten Belgian waffle sitting on the plate in front of him. “You’re talking about holding a single species to a completely different standard than the rest of the Federation.”

“Yeah, but they’re shape-shifters. They can do things the rest of us can’t. You have to take that into consideration.”

“They’re unique, but you can’t ban Changelings from shape-shifting by law. We don’t prohibit Betazoids from reading minds.”

“That’s different. Changelings can be anything anywhere. If they ever wanted to join the Federation, there would have to be conditions.”

“Like I said, Tina, we don’t put those conditions on anyone else. Do you have idea how many Betazoids there could be in this food court right now? They could be reading my mind as we…” Morales trailed off as his eyes locked on something behind Jones.

“Captain Beck and Mister Harper just came by, didn’t they?”

Morales grunted, his face darkening as he watched Beck and Phillip get in line at one of the food court stands.

“See. Who needs a Betazoid to read your mind?”

“They’re glowing,” Morales muttered.

“How nice for them,” Jones said.

“Sure.”

“Commander…”

No response.

“Walter,” Jones said, placing a hand on his arm.

“What?” Morales replied, finally returning his gaze to the other person at his table.

“I’m getting worried about you.”

“I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not. You’re obsessed with Captain Beck. It’s not healthy. I’m not trying to be mean here, Walter, but she said no. You’ve got to move on.”

“I don’t want to move on.”

“Why? There are hundreds of other women on this station. You’re a great guy. Why are you driving yourself crazy over this!” Jones said.

“I’m around her all the time,” Morales said softly. “I see her day in and day out. How intelligent she is, and strong, and funny, and beautiful. She’s incredible, Tina. Do you know what it’s like to be so close to something wonderful constantly, but you can’t do anything about it?”

“Yes, you can,” Jones said.

“What?”

Jones got up from her seat. “You can go see Counselor Miller. You’re torturing yourself, Walter, and I don’t want to watch you do it anymore.”

“Tina…”

Jones kept on walking and didn’t look back.



There were times when Bradley Dillon felt that running Dillon Enterprises required more tactical knowledge and combat savvy than anything Captain Beck had to do as Waystation’s commanding officer. Bradley had to watch markets on fifty worlds as well as what was happening with his suppliers and other trends that could impact sales.

Weather trends, sport scores, natural catastrophes, movements of his business rivals. It was almost too much to process.

But he did it, mostly without assistance. Sure, he had Gisele, his personal assistant, as well as a veritable army of analysts with high-powered computers, but in the end Bradley felt every decision should be made by him. This was his business, after all.

Of late, though, he’d found himself distracted. Well, distracted wasn’t really the right word. Focused was more appropriate. Bradley had found himself focused on the movements of one particular rival, a man who didn’t even qualify as a rival two months ago: John Edward Simms, Jr.

With his acquisition of the OmegaMart chain, Simms, who up until then had been solely in the starliner industry, controlled a large and very profitable group of retail stores located on most of the core Federation worlds. Bradley had planned to buy OmegaMart himself. His own Dillon’s Supply Depots were strongest on the fringe worlds of the Federation, but, while he had a few stores on the core worlds, buying OmegaMart would have given him a much stronger hold on worlds like Alpha Centauri and Andor.

However, this was not to be.

And now John Simms, Jr. not only controlled OmegaMart, but he’d also been making rumblings to the press about expanding the operation.

Bradley sat at his desk in his wood-paneled office drinking his morning coffee while his computer scanned the various news and business wires for any updates on Simms’s dealings. Seconds later, the system chirped, signaling that the search was complete and that nothing had been found.

He leaned back in his chair with a satisfied sigh. No new surprises on the Simms front. The day was off to a good start. Now he could concentrate on figuring out where Simms intended to take OmegaMart next. The safe route would be to open more stores on the core worlds, but there was no press in that. No glory.

Simms would go someplace else. Someplace with an emerging economy and bright prospects for the future. Possibly Bajor or Cardassia. But then Bradley wouldn’t put it past Simms to be really obnoxious and open the first Federation retail outlet in the Romulan Empire.

Bradley’s door gong sounded the first few notes of Bach’s Toccata and Fugue, indicating someone was at the door.

“Come in,” he said, pressing the door-comm button. His assistant, Gisele, strode in, carrying a padd. Gisele was only about 160 centimeters tall, but she carried herself with an air of power and confidence that Bradley always appreciated. She was good at her job and knew it, which was why Bradley felt fortunate to have her working for him. They certainly weren’t friends socially, but they got along well at the office and made for an efficient team.

“I’m sorry to bother you, sir, but we just received a comm I thought you should be made aware of.”

“Another death threat from that Daimon Gribnob.”

“No, sir. And Gribnob had his Daimon status revoked, if you recall.”

Bradley smiled. “Oh yes.” He took the padd as Gisele handed it to him across the desk. “Let’s see what is so…HE’S COMING HERE!” Bradley bellowed suddenly.

“Shall I make the appointment on your calendar?” Gisele asked nonplused.

Bradley nodded numbly as he let the padd fall to his desk. On it was the message that had Bradley’s mind racing.



COMING TO WAYSTATION TOMORROW. LET’S HAVE LUNCH.



J.E. SIMMS, JR.



“He’s coming here,” Bradley mumbled. What the hell was the man up to?



THWACK!

The blue ball careened away from Captain Beck’s racquet, hit the front wall, then sailed back, skimming just centimeters away from the left wall as it traveled.

“Dammit!” Federation Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges cried, throwing herself across the racquetball court in an effort to intercept the oncoming orb. She swung in a wild backhand shot, just catching the ball and smacking it back to the front wall.

“You weren’t supposed to return that,” Beck shouted, suddenly having to rush to the other side of the court. Beck missed and instead collided roughly with the wall as the ball whizzed by her, then hit the floor.

“That’s what you get for being cocky,” Hodges said.

“Just serve the damn ball,” Beck snapped back, wiping sweat off of her brow, then checking to make sure her ponytail was still secure.

“Watch carefully,” Hodges said dramatically, stepping into the serve box and smacking the ball toward the front wall. Beck jogged to the right side of the court and returned the serve with ease.

“Oooh,” Beck mocked.

“Watch it, Beck, or you’re going to be eating this thing,” Hodges said, sending the ball back to the front wall. “And you wouldn’t want Phil-boy to see you with anything less than a perfect dopey grin.”

“Dopey?” Beck said as the pair continued their volley.

“Dopey!” Hodges said, swatting the ball. “You’re ga-ga for this guy.”

Beck slapped the ball, sending it into the corner and bouncing out again. Hodges misjudged the angle and futilely tried to swing behind herself as she ran by.

“I am not ga-ga. I don’t even do ga-ga period,” Beck said. “My serve.”

“Can’t you just admit that you’re happy?”

“Fourteen serving eighteen.” Beck hit the ball. “And I’m very happy. Just not ga-ga. I will never be ga-ga.

SWAT. “Okay. Fine. No ga-ga.”

SWAT. “Thank you.”

SWAT. “But he is sleeping over?”

SWAT. “So? We’re adults.”

SWAT. “Just asking.”

SWAT. “What’s with the glint?”

SWAT. “I don’t have a glint.”

SWAT. “You do so, Steph!”

SWAT. “Is there any reason for me not to?”

“I’m not going there, Steph,” Beck said, completely missing her return swing.

“Did I ask for details?” Hodges replied as Beck tossed her the racquetball.

“You’ve been asking for details ever since Larry Blevins kissed me in the girls’ bathroom in elementary school.”

“And you never did tell me what he was doing in there.”

“You. Ball. Hit.”

Hodges served, and the duo played in silence for a few moments. “You seeing him tonight?” she asked finally.

“Dinner. We’ve been doing the holodeck tour of our favorite restaurants. Then we might head to the theater…assuming Colonel Lazlo won’t be showing you all another one of his ‘training films.’”

“I think he’s done. After that one with the brain-sucking giant bugs, I tried to make sure I was on duty whenever he scheduled one, so I could say I had to be near the Mongoose or something.”

“Good plan.” Beck smacked the ball into the corner again, but this time Hodges was able to return the shot. Beck, however, wasn’t able to get back in time to continue the volley.

“Okay,” Hodges said heading to the serve box. “Time to end this thing.”

“Hit me with your best shot.”

Hodges served, sending the ball sailing mere centimeters above the floor. It suddenly dropped and bounced just past the serve box.

“Nineteen serving fourteen,” Hodges said. “Wanna see it again?”

“Oh, could I?” Beck groused, crouching in readiness for the next shot. Hodges caught her off-guard by lobbing a high one. Beck managed to return it only by thwacking the ball against the back wall and sending it bouncing all the way back to the front. Hodges was ready for it, and barely tapped the ball. It bounced off the front wall again, but then its momentum died. It hit the ground before Beck had managed to run halfway back toward the front.

“Twenty serving fourteen. Game point.”

“Just serve it.”

“If you say so,” Hodges said. She sent Beck another gentle serve, then jogged back to get in position for the return shot.

SWAT. “I do like him. A lot.”

SWAT. “I hadn’t noticed,” Hodges said with a smirk. “Any thoughts about the future?”

SWAT. “Can’t I just enjoy the present for now?”

SWAT. “Sure. It’s only been a couple of months. It’s a bit early to be planning a wedding.”

SWAT. “Who said anything about a wedding?”

SWAT. “No one. That’s my point. I think it’s great that you’re willing to just see where the relationship goes. No expectations.”

SWAT. “Exactly. No expectations.”

SWAT. Hodges zipped the ball past Beck. “Game.”

“Dammit!”



A streak of blue paint struck the canvas at a 70 degree angle, creating a large blotch near the top right corner of the painting with several dollops of decreasing size moving away from it. Against the blood red background, the azure blue paint stood out awkwardly. Clashing.

It was exactly what Morales wanted.

He rinsed his brush, then hit the canary yellow, sending another streak at the canvas that cris-crossed the first.

Red, blue and yellow. How primary.

What a bunch of crap.

Morales glared at the painting in disgust as though he could will it to become something decent. Something worth looking at.

Maybe Tina was right about needing to talk to Counselor Miller. He couldn’t remember a time in his life when he’d been this angry for such a sustained period. If he didn’t snap out of it, something was bound to happen.

Fine, he told himself. I’ll just stop thinking about her. People found themselves attracted to their coworkers all the time and didn’t lose their minds over it.

Maybe it was just frustration. He hadn’t had so much as a date in a couple of years now, not that he’d tried. When Morales first came to Waystation, there weren’t many people on board, and he was also nervous about being the first officer. Then as time went by, he realized that everything he’d ever wanted in a woman was right next to him every single day. The only problem was that she didn’t have any feelings for him.

A logical person would have pushed it from his mind and moved on. For some reason, Morales couldn’t do that. He wanted Lisa Beck. If only she’d give him a chance, he could show her that he was right for her, too. How could he move on and date someone else when his ideal was so close, so very close?

Only two minor things stood in his way: her lack of feelings for him and Phillip Harper.

Dr. Nelson had explained to Morales what Beck most likely saw in Phillip Harper. Sure he was charismatic and successful, but he also understood what Beck’s life as a commanding officer was like. Harper owned and operated the Associated Worlds Network. It was the private sector version of being in command. And while Morales also had a command position, in the end, Beck was in command over him. His only chance to be seen as a true equal by her was to get a command of his own, but that meant leaving Waystation and her.

In the end, he couldn’t bring himself to give up being near her everyday to chase the remote chance that she’d feel differently about him once he got his fourth pip.

Maybe if Phillip Harper hadn’t come along, Beck would have been able to look past the rank difference. If that bastard hadn’t shown up and swept her off her feet…

Morales jabbed his brush into the olive paint and swept stroke after stroke onto the canvas, grinding the paint in to the point that bristles were being ripped from the brush and stuck to the surface of the painting.

In a final burst of fury, Morales punched the canvas, knocking it and the easel to the floor as he stood above them breathing heavily.

Oh yeah. This was healthy.

His body sagged as the anger seeped out of him. He couldn’t go on like this. He was obsessing his life away. Tomorrow he’d make an appointment with Counselor Miller.

Right now he was going to bed.



He was in Operations. The room was empty, empty and quiet. The stations were there, but somehow wrong. A shape was off here. A placement wrong there. A haze hung over everything making it impossible for him to bring things into proper focus.

“There you are.” She was here. He turned around to face her, but she was just disappearing behind the turbolift shaft at the center of Operations.

“Follow me.”

His conscious mind realized he was dreaming. He’d been here before many times. She would ask him to follow, and he’d chase her but never actually catch up. He could never even get close.

Still he couldn’t refuse. He followed, rounding the turbolift and finding himself in a long metallic corridor, as though someone had placed the hallways of the cargo level in ops and stretched them off into infinity.

“Come to me,” her voice called, the promise of fulfillment in her words.

“Don’t.”

He heard the warning and stopped, looking for the source. None was apparent.

“Come to me,” she repeated more urgently, breathily.

He resumed his pursuit, rounding a corner, then another and another. He ran faster and faster, deciding which turns to make based on pure instinct.

Another turn, then another, then…

A room.

He was surrounded by candles, beyond which only lay darkness.

And she was there. He could see her dimly-lit form in front of him, the glow of the candles flickering off of her bare skin.

“I’ve been a fool, Walter,” she said. “Come to me.” A door appeared behind her, bright red. Something inside him wanted to run, to flee.

“Come to me,” she repeated, reaching for the door knob.

“What about Phillip?” he asked.

“I don’t want him. I want you,” she replied, opening the red door. Inside, he could see nothing. “Come to me,” she said again, then stepped inside, closing the door behind her.

“Don’t.”

He looked around again for the source of the warning.

No one was there.

He turned his attention back to the door and once again felt fear coursing through his body.

“Come to me,” she called.

That was enough. Walter Morales opened the door and stepped inside.



The Selvan awoke to sensation. Sensations throughout his newly-taken physical body. Dryness in his mouth. A pressure in his lower abdomen. An emptiness in his stomach. A cramp in his right leg.

The experience was a bit overwhelming at first. He had not been in corporeal form in so long that he’d forgotten what many of these sensations indicated. For example, what was this pressure coming from his lower abdomen?

And why was there now a warm wetness spreading across his front?

He picked up the covers and looked down, trying to comprehend what was occurring. Hmm…the wetness was emanating from a part of his own body down there, and the pressure inside his abdomen was being relieved. Ah yes, this was a normal function. But in the future, he would make sure to perform said function in a room designed specifically for that purpose.

The Selvan also felt a rumbling coming from his lower torso. To remedy this, he must…consume items through his mouth. That must be done to relieve the emptiness inside him now that was causing mild discomfort. The Selvan would consume items as well, but first to deal with the wetness.

After exploring’s Morales quarters and piecing together what to do from his prior observations of Waystation and vague recollections from his long ago physical existence, the Selvan managed to get cleaned up and dressed and to order a meal out of the replicator. This new physical form had many requirements that the Selvan hadn’t needed deal with in a millennium. Every movement, every touch, brought new sensations. Smells fascinated the Selvan. A dimension had reopened in his universe.

It would have been easy for the Selvan to get lost in his new humanity, spending hour upon hour exploring and experiencing what it had to offer, but that was not why the Selvan had come to Waystation.

The Selvan had come for Lisa Beck.

That goal had yet to be accomplished, but the Selvan now felt certain that she would belong to him shortly. However, the Selvan now found that his new form would allow him to begin his other preparations for the next phase. He needed information, and judging from his previous observations of Waystation, there was a library on board that just might have what the Selvan was looking for.



Bradley Dillon checked the chronometer again, then immediately cursed himself for doing so. He’d left specific instructions with Gisele to inform him as soon as John Simms, Jr. had arrived and was seated in the private dining room in Dillon’s Restaurant that Bradley had reserved for this lunch. Bradley wasn’t going to budge from his office until Simms was waiting for him. That’s the way the order of the galaxy worked. Simms waited for him, not the other way around.

Yet here Bradley was glancing over at the chronometer every couple of minutes waiting for word that Simms had arrived. Why was he letting himself get worked up like this?

In all likelihood, Bradley was worried about nothing. Yes, Simms had gotten control of OmegaMart, making him possibly the first business rival of note that Bradley had had in a long while. Maybe that was what Bradley was anticipating: the thrill of going head-to-head with another mind in a chess game of financial risk.

Simms would soon find that he was terribly overmatched. Running a starliner company couldn’t prepare him to take on Dillon Enterprises. Dillon’s Supply Depot was just one facet of Bradley’s business. His R&D division was working on new products all the time, his Starfleet Suites Hotel in Waystation had rightfully earned a galaxy-wide reputation for excellence, Dillon’s Restaurant in the hotel lobby employed award-winning chefs, and he had helped finance several lucrative mining expeditions. Dillon Enterprises’ future was even brighter as Bradley prepared to expand Starfleet Suites to other worlds and possibly open additional resorts. In his mind, he could see a casino/resort complex encompassing an entire world. Perhaps he would even purchase a planetoid for that purpose.

His desk comm buzzed, pulling Bradley out of his revelry. “Go ahead,” he said after reaching forward to answer the comm.

“Your lunch appointment has arrived, Mister Dillon,” Gisele’s voice replied. “He is currently waiting in the dining room as you requested.”

“Excellent,” Bradley said, rising from his seat and straightening his suit coat. “I’ll be right there. Make sure that the waitstaff gives him nothing but water until I arrive.” Bradley closed the comm channel, then rubbed his hands together expectantly.

“All right. Let’s go see what old Johnny-boy is doing in my neighborhood,” Bradley said, striding confidently toward the door.



Bradley entered the private dining room several minutes later after taking the time to exchange greetings with several of the lunch customers at Dillon’s Restaurant. He knew that the chance to see one of the Federation’s richest men was a primary reason visitors to Waystation chose to eat at Dillon’s, and far be it from him to disappoint his public.

Simms rose from his seat as Bradley stepped through the doors, giving Bradley a chance to size up his adversary. Simms was broad shouldered and appeared to be in his early-to-mid-50’s. He’d kept himself in shape and presented something of an imposing figure, standing a good 15 centimeters above Bradley’s 170 centimeter frame.

“Good afternoon, Mister Simms,” Bradley said, extending his hand. “I apologize for my tardiness, but I was delayed by other business. A man such as yourself surely understands such things.”

“Absolutely,” Simms said, smiling congenially as he shook Bradley’s hand. “I appreciate you taking the time to meet with me on such short notice.”

“My pleasure,” Bradley replied, sitting down across from Simms. “I have to admit being a bit surprised by your comm, though. What brings you all the way out here to Waystation?”

“It’s not so way out anymore, Bradley,” Simms said, galling Bradley with his immediate jump to using his first name. Simms immediately turned his attention to the menu. “So what do you recommend? I’m starved.”

“I’m sure that whatever you choose will be excellent.”

“Of course. Pride in your employees. That’s good to see.”

“I’ve worked very hard to ensure that my name stands for quality,” Bradley said as the waiter approached. Simms ordered Oysters ala Risa. Bradley countered with the Filet Mignon. The waiter nodded curtly, then headed off to the kitchen to place the orders, leaving Bradley and Simms alone again.

“How long will you be staying with us?” Bradley asked, hoping he could get away without having to offer Simms a room at the Starfleet Suites. Courtesy among business rivals could be something of a nuisance when it came to the complimentary meals and accommodations that were basically an expectation.

“Just the afternoon,” Simms said. “I’ll have seen what I need to see by then.”

“And what would that be?” Bradley said, trying to sound as casual and disinterested as possible.

“The facilities,” Simms replied cryptically as the waiter returned with a wine cart. Bradley preferred to have a selection of wines on hand for his meals. His palette got bored quickly. Also, this would allow him the opportunity to observe how Simms handled himself.

Simms picked a 2354 vintage white from the Pregas Vineyards on Keralbis Two. An excellent choice, and one particularly suited to shellfish. Bradley’s estimation of Simms rose another notch.

“This is quite a place,” Simms said appreciatively as he poured his glass of wine. “Is the hospitality industry treating you well?”

“Very. Our reputation speaks for itself.”

“That is important, I can tell you,” Simms said. “Simms Ship Lines’ record is nearly spotless.”

Bradley suppressed a smirk. Yes, it was nearly spotless except for the disastrous launch of the S.S. Pomposity almost three years ago. The ship had been infiltrated by a Dominion spy and sent barreling into Klingon space at a time when the Klingons weren’t all that interested in seeing a Federation vessel. Bradley normally wouldn’t have taken notice of the event, but his parents and brother were on board the Pomposity. Bradley had been forced to arrange passage for his parents to Vulcan after the Pomposity was rescued, and this was before his financial windfall.

“Have you considered adding entertainment?” Simms continued.

“Excuse me?” Bradley asked.

“Entertainment. A pianist. A harpist. Maybe even a singer. Do you need a singer?”

“No,” Bradley said firmly. It was something of a lie. He did have a pianist in the restaurant most evenings, but he did not wants to encourage Simms.

“Too bad. My Mindy misses singing for an audience,” Simms said, referring to Mindy Dawes Simms, his wife. “She’s been pretty glum since she stopped singing our jingle in the commercials.”

“Why did she stop then?” Bradley asked.

“Market research. Turns out her voice was driving away customers.”

“Imagine that,” Bradley muttered.

Simms took another sip from his glass. “I suppose I’ve kept you in suspense long enough,” he said, looking across at Bradley.

“I’m in suspense?” Bradley asked, matching Simms’s gaze unflinchingly. Time for the game to begin.

“You want to know why I’m here. I’d certainly want to know the same if you showed up sniffing around near my headquarters.”

As if I would do that, Bradley thought to himself. I have people for that sort of thing.

“Waystation isn’t as remote as it used to be,” Simms said. “You’ve got several thriving colonies sitting out there, and, let’s face it, people want to visit your establishments. I’m going to help them.”

“Help them how?” Bradley said, already knowing the answer.

“By coming here. Starting Stardate 55000, Simms Ship Lines will offer a regular route to Waystation. I still need to get the final clearances from Starfleet, but I expect we’ll start construction on a new docking arm for our use in the next month or so.”

“Waystation already has ample docking arms,” Bradley said. Simms’s announcement that his starliners would be coming here was expected and actually welcome. As Simms admitted, Bradley’s businesses on Waystation were a draw. Simms would actually be feeding him customers. But, as Bradley had suspected, there was more to it than that.

Simms smiled and poured himself another glass of wine. In the meantime, the waiter approached with their salads, placing them down in front of each man before retreating to the kitchen again.

“It does indeed have docking arms,” Simms said. “However, Simms Ship Lines believes in offering ultimate convenience to our passengers. The docking arm we’re planning will also contain shops, restaurants, and accommodations.”

“Convenient,” Bradley said darkly.

“Absolutely. This way our passengers will be able to get themselves settled in before they venture out to see Waystation’s other wonders. Or, if they’d like, they can simply remain on the docking arm until their connecting flight arrives.”

“You’ll pardon me if I think this docking arm seems somewhat superfluous. Waystation already offers everything a traveler could want.”

“Possibly, but people trust the Simms name.” He took another sip before another smile spread across his face. “And the OmegaMart name.”

Bradley’s immediate impulse was to reach across the table and throttle Simms, but he took a moment to consider the situation. Rather than carefully examining his options with OmegaMart and designing a carefully-thought-out expansion plan, Simms had instead decided to attack Bradley head on right from the start.

Why? This made no business sense at all. Sure bring the starliners to Waystation, but why spend countless credits to build something that wasn’t needed, much less wanted? Why would he…

Understanding hit. He would have thought Simms was above such primitive behavior, but obviously not.

“What do you want, Simms?” Bradley asked, feigning boredom. “A million credits? A billion? How much are you expecting to extort from me in exchange for you stopping this farce?”

“There’s no farce here, Bradley. And I don’t want your damn credits.”

Bradley leaned back reflexively as Simms’s demeanor suddenly turned angry. “I’m coming here,” Simms continued. “I’m going to destroy you. And there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.”

“Destroy me?” Bradley said, forcing a chuckle. “You must be joking.”

“No joke. It’s payback time.”

“Payback? For what?” Bradley exclaimed. “You and I never even met until today.”

“You’re still one of them,” Simms spat. “A Dillon. Your family made a fool out of me on the Pomposity. Then you come along and blunder into a fortune. I’ve worked my whole life to get where I am, and some twit just hands the galaxy to you on a platter!”

“Reality check, Simms. You inherited your money from your dad. Mine came from a wise investment. And I had nothing to do with the Pomposity.”

“Are you even listening to me? Your whole damn bloodline has caused me nothing but trouble, but no more! I can’t hurt your parents’ academic reputations. I can’t drum your brother out of Starfleet. But you…YOU I can hurt. I’ve got the will, and I’ve got the resources now. It starts here, but soon OmegaMart will be everywhere you look. Your hotel will be empty, your restaurant will be empty, and your stores will be empty.”

“There’s no need to make this personal, Simms.”

“You should have thought of that before your family got on my ship.”

“Um…how could…”

“SHUT UP!” Simms snapped leaping up from the table. “You’re going down, and that’s final!”

“You’re making a mistake, Simms. Revenge has no place in business. And neither does psychosis. Why don’t you go get yourself an expensive psychologist or something? I could probably arrange for a room at Tantalus Five.”

“Down!” Simms shouted, then stormed out of the room just as the waiter was entering with their meals.

“It’s all right,” Bradley said, sensing the waiter’s confusion. “I’ll take mine. As for Mister Simms’s…have it boxed up and sent to his ship with my compliments.”

“Yes, Mister Dillon,” the waiter said, taking Simms’s plate away. Bradley sat for a moment, lost in thought. So Simms had a personal vendetta over some incident Bradley wasn’t even involved in. This was exactly why Bradley avoided contact with his brother. The man emitted trouble like a star emitted light.

Unfortunately, there was nothing to be done about the past. In truth, though, there was nothing Bradley would do even if he could. From the reports he’d seen, the Pomposity had been saved by his brother’s actions. Simms’s ego, however, obviously couldn’t take the bruising the event caused.

No matter. If Simms was going to let intense emotions rule his business decisions, Bradley was quite happy to sit back and watch the man destroy himself.



“I’m going to go out on a limb here and guess that that clock is right,” Captain Lisa Beck said, pointing at the chronometer positioned just to the right of Waystation’s viewscreen as she exited her office.

“As far as I know,” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter, Waystation’s science and operations officer, replied from his station. “That is, of course, unless Russell’s been playing with it again.”

“That was one time, and it was an accident!” Lieutenant Sean Russell shouted from the tactical console.

“Uh huh, sure it was,” Porter said. He left Russell to stew and turned his attention back to his commanding officer. “I’m guessing your interest in the chronometer has something to with the fact that Commander Morales was supposed to take over twenty-two…make that twenty-three minutes ago.”

“Good guess,” Beck said.

“Well, for a guy who’s always here on time, he’s surprisingly missing at the moment.”

“And you haven’t heard from him?”

“Not a peep. Haven’t seen him all day,” Porter said.

“Maybe he had a date last night and slept in today,” Russell offered.

Don’t I wish, Beck thought to herself. Maybe Morales would stop being such a hangdog if he had a relationship.

“Slept in today?” Porter said. “It’s almost tonight. If he’s having dates like that, I…I…well, life just wouldn’t be fair!”

“News flash, Craig. It isn’t,” Beck said.

“Would you like me to page, Commander Morales, ma’am?” Russell asked.

“I’ll take care of it, thanks. Beck to Commander Morales…”



“Beck to Commander Morales.”

The Selvan involuntarily jumped when the emblem worn on his clothing erupted into speech. He had seen Walter Morales wearing the item during his earlier observations but hadn’t realized its true purpose until now. Its purpose was evidently to interrupt him right in the middle of his research. Waystation’s library was fairly extensive and contained digital versions of several volumes held at the Federation Archaeological Society archives on Earth. No one book would have the complete information the Selvan required; however, if one knew where to look, as he did, a piece of data here and a long lost myth there would add up to the complete whole.

The pieces pointed to his next destination, but first the Selvan needed to acquire one vital component: Lisa Beck. The very Lisa Beck who was currently speaking to him.

“Yes?” the Selvan replied.

“Isn’t there someplace you’re supposed to be, Commander?”

“I have an obligation.” It wasn’t a question or an excuse, simply a statement of understanding. The Selvan should have realized that this human would have a job to do on the station.

“You could say that,” Beck said. “So will I see you in Ops shortly, or do I need to have Lieutenant Russell send out the dogs?”

“I will be in Ops shortly.”

“Glad to hear it. Beck out.” The Selvan rose from his seat as the comm channel closed.

“Did you find everything you needed?” Yeoman Beevo, the Bolian librarian, asked.

“I have to go.”

“If you didn’t get finished, I can download your research onto a chip for you. It’d be a shame to lose it.”

“That it would,” the Selvan replied as Beevo took a blank chip over to the terminal the Selvan had been using and saved the data.

“There you are.”

“Thank you,” the Selvan said, taking the chip. “You have been a tremendous help. I will remember your kindness for a long time.” That was true. This chip would simplify the Selvan’s task immensely.

“Um…just doing my job,” Beevo said uncomfortably as the Selvan left the library.



The Selvan ordered the turbolift to Ops and prepared himself for his first face-to-face encounter with Lisa Beck. Granted, she would not realize the importance of the occasion. For the Selvan, though, it was a chance to size up his adversary for the struggle to come. He would study her for as long as it took to gauge her weaknesses and plan a new line of attack. He would…

The turbolift doors opened into Ops, and Beck almost ran over him. “Ops is yours,” she said, dragging him out of the lift, then entering it herself. “I’m sure you have a fantastic excuse for being late, but let’s just not worry about it, huh? We all lose track of time occasionally. Gotta go. Bye.”

The turbolift doors closed again, separating the Selvan from his quarry. He stood in the center of Ops stunned for several moments as he tried to process what had just occurred. His quarry seemed to be in something of a rush.

“Wow,” Lieutenant Russell said. “I thought she’d be more upset that you almost made her late for her Harper-time.”

“Harper-time?” the Selvan asked. “Ah yes…Phillip Harper,” he added a moment later, remembering the person from his invasion of Walter Morales’ dreamscape. Morales resented this Harper’s place in Lisa Beck’s life, and that anger was what had opened the door for the Selvan to seize control.

“Mister Phil’s home early,” Porter said. “Which means the Captain’s social calendar in full.”

“Quite,” the Selvan said, continuing to stand motionless in the center of Ops.

“Sir? We’ve got a lovely console for your use right over here,” Porter said, gesturing to the docking control station Commander Morales customarily occupied.

“I am fine.”

“Right there?”

“Right here.”

“Okey-dokey,” Porter said confused. “Whatever you’d like, sir.”



“Well…this is…interesting,” Phillip Harper said looking around at his surroundings. In truth, there wasn’t much to look at. Just dilapidated white walls with the occasional picture hanging on them, plaid-curtained windows, and square metal tables surrounded by a hodge-podge of different chairs.

“You don’t eat here for the decor,” Captain Beck replied.

“I never would have guessed,” Phillip said with a grin. “How did you find this place?”

“It was near my grandparents’ house in North Carolina. They lived in a small town outside of Asheville, and Dougherty’s was about the only restaurant in the area. It doesn’t look like much, but all the food is prepared by hand from fresh ingredients. You won’t find better fried chicken in the state.” She noticed the smirk on Phillip’s face. “What?” she demanded.

“Nothing. I just love finding out new things about you.”

“Like what?”

“Like that inside that Andorian food loving Starfleet Captain is a down-home country girl.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Beck said. “And if you call me ‘girl’ again, I’m going to slug you,” she added with a grin.



“Do you think he’s the one?” Lieutenant Russell asked, breaking the silence that had fallen over Ops in the last couple of hours since Commander Morales had assumed command.

“He’s one of what?” Lieutenant Commander Porter asked.

“Phillip Harper. Do you think he’s the one for the captain?”

“I have no opinion on Captain Beck’s love life,” Porter replied, holding up his hand. “Absolutely none of my business.”

“I’m just asking. She seems pretty attached to him. A lot more than she was to that guy she met on her vacation a couple of years ago.”

“Sean,” Porter said, pointing subtly at Morales, who was still standing silently in the center of Ops watching the stars on the viewscreen. “I don’t think we should be discussing this now.” Commander Morales’ interest in Captain Beck was one of the command crew’s worst kept secrets. Morales hadn’t done much to hide the fact, considering the way he’d been moping since Beck and Phillip Harper began seeing each other. Of course, none of that meant that Russell had figured it out, or even if he did know that it would be enough to stop him from asking possibly painful questions.

“They are very happy together,” the Selvan said flatly, startling Porter. The Selvan knew that much from the solid wall that had gone up in Beck’s psyche as her relationship with Phillip Harper had progressed.

“Maybe if they get married, she’ll be so happy that she’ll promote me,” Russell said.

“I wouldn’t count on it,” Porter replied. “I think you’re going to have to earn that promotion the old-fashioned way.”

“By seducing an admiral?” Russell asked with mock sincerity before he broke out laughing.

“They are very happy together,” the Selvan repeated.

“We already covered that part, Commander,” Porter said, eyeing the Selvan. “Are you feeling all right?”

“I am fine,” the Selvan said, annoyed by the suspicion he was arousing. Perhaps his behavior was out of the norm for Commander Morales. He would need to do something to allay any additional suspicions.

“I’m sorry. I did not sleep well,” the Selvan said.

“Nothing like a sleepless night to turn you into a mindless zombie,” Russell said congenially.

“I should go.”

“Huh?” Russell asked surprised.

The Selvan was already entering the turbolift.

Porter and Russell exchanged a confused glance as the turbolift doors closed. “I guess it’s bedtime,” Porter said.

“He didn’t say who was in command now. Can I take it?” Russell asked a bit too eagerly.

“All right, but I’m not following any orders I don’t like.”



Captain Beck was never much for public displays of affection. Frankly, her relationship happiness was no business of her crew’s, but she also understood that gossip and rumors would fly around the station anyway. That was just the nature of things when a relatively-small group of people lived in a fairly closed environment.

Therefore, she saw no reason not to stroll through the corridors hand-in-hand with Phillip as they made their way toward her quarters.

“So did you have fun?” Beck asked.

“Loads. I should have laid off the chicken, though. Of course, if you’d warned me that we were parasailing afterwards…”

“What? And spoil the surprise?” Beck asked innocently.

The pair arrived at her door. “So,” she said, taking Phillip by the hands. “Is this just walking me to my door, or does your schedule allow for a longer visit?”

“As long as you can have me to work by ten tomorrow,” Phillip said. “Big time meetings and such.”

“You and your high-powered life,” Beck muttered. “I’ll just be off saving the Federation as we know it from some nasty alien baddie.”

“Therefore making it possible for me to have my big time meeting. I’m forever in your debt.”

“Yeah yeah,” Beck said, opening the door to her darkened quarters and entering followed by Phillip.

The doors slid closed behind her. An unexpected chirp of the lock engaging then sounded.

“Lights,” Beck said, spinning around toward the door. The lights blazed to life, revealing Commander Morales standing between her and the exit, a long knife clenched in his hand.

“Walter! What in the hell…”

“Quiet!” the Selvan controlling Morales snapped.

“I don’t think so,” Beck said. “I don’t know what the hell is going on here, Walter, but you’re way over a line you shouldn’t have gotten near.”

“Lisa,” Phillip said. “Maybe antagonizing him isn’t the way to go here.”

“You’re right. Beck to security.”

No response. The comm system didn’t even chirp.

Beck exchanged a glance with Phillip. “Guess we’re handling this ourselves.”

“You don’t even know what ‘this’ is,” the Selvan said. “But you will soon enough once you give yourself to me.”

“Walter, we’ve been over this. I don’t think of you that way.”

“This human’s feelings for you mean nothing to me. They were just the conduit for me to assume control. He was so blinded with love for you that he was more than willing to open the door.”

Beck’s mouth opened as a memory stirred. Open the door? Open the door. “You’re the one…from my dream.”

“I am the Selvan.”

“You dreamed this guy?” Phillip asked confused.

“You couldn’t get me, so you took Morales. What do you want?” Beck demanded.

“The same thing I wanted before. You.”

“You’re not getting me,” Beck said, suddenly launching forward, going for the Selvan’s knife arm. The Selvan blocked her, grabbing Beck by the uniform and tossing her with amazing strength into the wall.

“Lisa!” Phillip cried, charging. The Selvan spun back to this new attacker, catching Phillip in the gut with the knife. Phillip’s eyes widened in shock and horror as the blade pierced his skin. The Selvan grinned cruelly then yanked the knife sideways, slicing through skin and organs before he finally shoved Phillip to the ground.

Beck was raw fury at this point. She shook off the pain filling her body and leapt to her feet. She didn’t get three paces before the Selvan stopped her, not with a blow but by leaning down to Phillip, knife in hand.

“Give yourself to me,” the Selvan said.

Phillip’s hand suddenly locked onto the Selvan’s arm. The Selvan reacted viciously, slicing backwards and nearly severing Phillip’s head from his shoulders. Beck watched helpless as the life drained from Phillip’s eyes.

The Selvan was back on his feet in a flash, knife aimed at his own neck. “You have lost one, Lisa Beck. Give yourself to me or this human dies, too.”

“You’ll be gone,” she seethed.

“No. I’ll find another door. I’ll come back again and again killing each and every host I control until…”

“ALL RIGHT!” Beck bellowed, eyes blazing. She deflated almost instantly, her voice dropping to a whisper. “You win.”

The Selvan felt her surrender.

The door opened…

…and the Selvan stepped through.



TO BE CONTINUED…






State of Confusion



Firmly in control of Lisa Beck’s physical form, the Selvan moved closer to its goal. Before it lay the bleeding forms of Phillip Harper and Commander Walter Morales. They had served their purpose, allowing the Selvan the leverage it needed to force Beck’s surrender.

But now there were larger issues to attend to…

And a conduit to forge.



He’d originally decided that he would sit back and see what happened, but Bradley Dillon had never been much for the sitting back approach. That plan lasted for approximately five hours before Bradley couldn’t take it anymore. He needed to take action and quickly. If John Edward Simms, Jr. thought that he was just going to stroll onto Waystation and build his so-called docking arm, he was in for a big surprise.

Waystation was Bradley’s home, and he was not about to stand by while some villain like Simms gained a foothold there.

If anyone had bothered to ask Bradley why he seemed to be loitering in the corridor outside Lisa Beck’s quarters, he would have taken offense and insisted in no uncertain terms that he was not loitering. He was simply out for an evening stroll.

Truth be told, though, he wasn’t so much loitering as laying in wait. Certainly the odds of Beck emerging from her quarters at this late hour were somewhat remote, but there was still a chance. Besides, Bradley really had nowhere else to be and nothing pressing on his mind so much as derailing Simms’s plan.

Bradley was so busy formulating his argument to present to Beck that he didn’t notice her leave her quarters until she strode by him with the look of someone on her way somewhere important.

“Captain!” Bradley said, jogging slightly to catch up. “What a pleasure to run into you like this! I was actually hoping to talk to you at some point.”

“I am busy,” the Selvan replied. Who was this annoyance and why did he have to pick now, of all times, to need to speak to Lisa Beck?

“Of course you are,” Bradley replied. “People like us are always busy, Captain Beck. We have to keep a careful watch over our respective domains.” He followed her into the turbolift.

“Docking bay,” the Selvan said flatly. The turbolift began to move as Bradley continued talking.

“You and I are a lot alike in many regards, Captain. We’re both in positions of importance, and we both want what’s best for Waystation. As such, I wanted to speak to you about a potential danger I’ve recently learned of: John Edward Simms, Junior. Now I know that the owner of a starliner company may not seem like much of a threat on the surface; however, today he informed me that he intended to destroy me no matter what it took. To that end, he plans on constructing a large, unsightly, and ill-advised docking arm on the station. I know this must sound like petty bickering to you, but I warn you not to underestimate the danger posed by a man out for revenge.”

“True words,” the Selvan replied.

“So you’ll stop the project?” Bradley said. “Excellent. If you would, please copy Gisele on all correspondence between yourself and Starfleet about the matter. I would like the information for my records.”

The turbolift slowed to a halt, then the doors opened, allowing the Selvan to exit.

“I won’t forget this, Captain,” Bradley called after her. “I do hope you and Mister Harper will come to Dillon’s for dinner again. The meal is on me. That’s not a bribe; it’s merely a gesture of appreciation for your continued wisdom and skill as Waystation’s commanding officer.”

Beck didn’t look back, not that Bradley really cared. The Captain had her own issues to attend to, and Bradley’s business with her was complete. Now if only he could find a way to see Simms’s face when he learned that his little plan had been foiled before it had even truly begun.



Ensign Chalandra Loas looked up from the docking control console in Ops, confusion filling her delicate Hytellan features. “Did you know anything about a runabout launch scheduled for this evening?” she asked Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter, who was manning Waystation’s science/operations console. Technically, Ensign Loas was not even supposed to be at that station, but since Commander Morales had left Ops in a hurry a while earlier, she’d been forced to cover docking control.

“Runabout launch?” Lieutenant Sean Russell exclaimed. “I didn’t order any runabout launch!”

“Don’t make me regret letting you be in command,” Porter said, checking the readouts on his own console. Sure enough, the Runabout Roanoke was just slipping out of Docking Bay Three.

“I don’t see anything in the departure schedule,” Loas said.

“That’s because it’s not there,” Porter said. He looked at the commbadge signal coming from the craft. “I guess Captain Beck had somewhere she needed to be.”

“Captain Beck?” Russell said. “Well, if it’s her…” He noticed Porter staring at him. “I should at least comm her.”

“Good plan,” Porter replied.

“Waystation to Runabout Roanoke,” Russell said, trying to sound official. “This is Lieutenant Russell, Captain. Is there a problem?”

“No problem,” Beck’s voice replied.

“Um…okay. That’s good…but you left without mentioning anything to anyone. Going anywhere in particular?”

“I have business to attend to,” Beck replied. The comm channel clicked closed. A split-second later, the runabout leapt into warp.

Russell looked over at Porter, who was scowling disapprovingly. “What? She has business! She is the captain.”

“He does have a point, sir,” Loas said.

Porter shook his head. “I know, but something just doesn’t feel right. The captain doesn’t usually take off on her own without telling anyone where she’s heading.”

“Family emergency?” Russell offered.

“It’s possible,” Porter said. He could always confirm that by digging through the comm logs to see if Captain Beck received any personal comms in the last hour or so, but that would be an awfully big invasion of her privacy for very little reason. Beck would be back when she was finished. They’d just have to hold down the fort in the meantime.

“You’d better let Commander Morales know,” Porter said.

“Right. Ops to Commander Morales.” No response. Russell exchanged a confused glance with Porter. Actually, only Russell looked confused. Porter had leapt straight to concerned.

“Ops to Commander Morales,” Russell repeated. Again, no response. “Computer, where is Commander Morales?”

“Commander Morales is in Captain Beck’s quarters,” the computer replied flatly.

“Oh really?” Russell said, raising an amused eyebrow. “Isn’t that an interesting development?”

“And what? He said something to her that made her leave the station?” Porter snapped. “What the hell is going on?”

“I don’t know!”

“No kidding!” Porter shot back, checking his sensor readouts. Commander Morales’ commbadge was in Beck’s quarters all right…

…And it was currently attached to someone with VERY weak life signs.

“Porter to Doctor Nelson! Get to Captain Beck’s quarters NOW!” Porter shouted suddenly, racing toward the turbolift.

“What? What’s happening?” Russell cried.

“Come on!”

“But who’s in command!”

“ME! Now let’s move!” Porter said, yanking Russell into the turbolift with him.



Dr. Amedon Nelson was just jogging up to Captain Beck’s door as Porter and Russell raced up from the opposite direction.

“What’s the emergency?” Nelson demanded. “I was just about to go to bed, and now you’ve got Midon doing the rhumba in my belly.”

“I’m not sure,” Porter said while Russell punched in his security override code on the door lock.

Nelson glared at him. “You rousted me out of bed for an ‘I’m not’…OH SH**!” The doors had slid open revealing two bloody bodies. Nelson sprang into action, quickly sweeping both figures with her medical tricorder.

“Dead,” she said, pointing at Phillip Harper’s fallen form. She turned her attention to Morales. The commander was almost unrecognizable under the layer of blood covering his face. His uniform was sliced in several places, revealing bloody gashes. “Alive…barely.”

“Porter to Ops. Transport Doctor Nelson and Commander Morales to the Infirmary NOW!”

“Energizing!” Ensign Loas’ voice replied. A split second later, Nelson and Morales’ unconscious body dematerialized, leaving Porter and Russell alone with the corpse of Phillip Harper.

Porter took the opportunity to throw up.

“I know,” Russell said, patting Porter on the back. “It’s tough to look at the first few times. Back at the Academy, we had to go through this holodeck program of…”

“Don’t…touch me,” Porter gasped between heaves.

“Sorry about that. I can take it from here. I need to start my investigation anyway,” Russell said. He let out a low sigh. “Two murders in less than a year. This place is becoming a bad neighborhood.”

Porter stumbled toward the door. “We’ll meet later. I need…to get to Ops.”

“Good idea. And while you’re there, find Captain Beck,” Russell replied, surveying the blood-covered room. “I really think I’m going to need to talk to her.”



At first there was nothing, just a nondescript greyness stretching out in every direction, not that she could tell how far out every direction stretched. The monotone gray hurt her eyes as they valiantly attempted to get some sense of depth where there was none to be had.

Was this what the rest of her existence was going to be like? Stuck in a giant blob of nothing while the Selvan used her body for who knew what?

Captain Lisa Beck reran the sequence of events, looking for an alternative she might have missed. Phillip was dead, and Morales was under the control of some being. She could have probably gotten to Morales, but would she have been fast enough to prevent the Selvan from killing him, too.

Would the Selvan really have killed him? Maybe it was a bluff. Maybe if it was killed inside a physical body, it would cease to exist as well.

She couldn’t take that chance. But as far as she knew, Morales was still alive because she’d agreed to the Selvan’s demands. And she may have saved the lives of several others as well, if the Selvan wasn’t bluffing about returning again and again until Beck surrendered.

Surrendered. What a horrible sounding word. It made it sound like she’d given up. She HADN’T given up, but she didn’t see any other way out of the situation she was faced with. So now the Selvan had her body, and she was here…wherever here was.

Phillip was dead.

No time to think about that now. She had to find a way back to herself. Beck trusted her crew. No doubt they’d figure out something was wrong, especially once they discovered the dead body.

Phillip was dead.

Stop thinking about that, Lisa. Focus. FOCUS!

Okay. The crew would figure things out. If Morales remembered the Selvan, he could get things rolling. They’d be working to get her back, but she couldn’t just wait for them. She had to try from this end as well…wherever this end was.

Phillip was dead.

“I KNOW!!!” Beck screamed suddenly, her voice echoing all around her. “There was nothing I could do! All right!”

She let herself drop to the ground, sitting in a hunched-over heap. “Nothing I could do,” she muttered, involuntarily remembering the blank look in Phillip’s eyes as the last bit of life drained from him, the Selvan crouched beside him bearing Morales’ features, bloodied knife in hand.

Phillip was dead because the Selvan wanted her. Why her? What was so important about Lisa Beck that a creature was willing to kill the first man she’d loved in many years? The first man ever that she truly felt she connected with in every way. He’d understood her and the life she led, and he loved her for it. She felt the same way about him. While their different careers kept them apart more often than they may have liked, they both understood that was the reality of things. Never did it cause any stress or resentment. All of that was surface, though. All that really mattered was that when they were together, whether it be eating a meal, visiting the holodeck, or laying in bed, Beck felt wonderful being with this intelligent, handsome, funny loving man who wanted nothing more than to be with her.

And now he was gone…because some damn monster wanted her.

Beck got back to her feet, angry determination blazing in her eyes. She wasn’t finished yet. The Selvan may have gotten her body, but he wouldn’t have it for long. Beck was going to find a way back, put a stop to whatever the Selvan wanted it for, then make the Selvan suffer for what it had done.

First, though, was finding a way back. There had to be something else here. A door, a passage, another being. And she was damn well going to find it.

Beck picked a direction at random, then strode off into the greyness.



Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter paced the floor of Dr. Nelson’s office in Waystation’s Infirmary wondering if he was in way over his head. With Beck gone and Morales incapacitated, he was in command, but he had no idea if he was proceeding the right way. Was there a right way to proceed in these circumstances?

For now, he’d decided to keep news of what happened in Beck’s quarters quiet. Ensign Loas didn’t know the full details of what had occurred, but she knew enough that Porter felt it necessary to tell her to consider the incident classified. She was interested enough in her career that that would probably ensure her silence.

There was only so long he’d be able to keep a lid on things, though. The dead civilian was the biggest problem. Phillip Harper’s body had been transported to the Infirmary’s morgue. However, people would have to be called, next of kin informed, but Porter didn’t want to take that step until he’d had a chance to talk to Captain Beck. As things stood, Beck looked like the prime suspect, but Porter couldn’t believe that she could ever perform these acts.

No. He had to believe that Beck left the station for a good reason. He’d known her long enough that it was all he could believe. Now he just needed confirmation.

Lieutenant Russell entered the office a few moments later carrying a padd. “I’ve got the security logs.”

“Okay. Doctor Nelson’s nurse told me a couple of minutes ago that they were just finishing up with Morales.”

“Just finishing?” Russell said. “It’s been two hours! How bad off was he?”

“Pretty bad, I guess. In any case, let’s wait until she gets here, so we can go over things all at once.”

They didn’t have long to wait. Doctor Nelson entered the office a few minutes later pulling off the red surgical hood and heading straight for her chair, which she dropped into tiredly.

“He’s going to live,” she said unceremoniously.

“What about his wounds?” Russell asked.

“He had a lot of them.”

“All from a knife?”

“A knife?” Porter asked.

“I found it on the sofa. It looked like it had just been tossed aside. I’ve got it sealed up for testing.”

“What about another weapon?” Porter asked.

“Did we need another one?” Russell asked.

“I’m just trying to figure out what happened down there.”

Nelson leaned back in her chair, putting her feet up in her desk as she did so. “I haven’t had a chance to check out Harper’s body yet, but Morales only had stab wounds. Fourteen in the torso, then a slice across the forehead. No other injuries.”

“Okay,” Porter said, turning to Russell. “What about…”

“Did you not hear me?” Nelson said. “I said there weren’t any other injuries.”

“So?” Porter said.

Russell considered this for a moment. “None?” he asked, confused.

“None. Nada. Zip.”

“Would somebody tell me why this is so damn important?” Porter snapped.

Nelson got up from her chair and stood in front of Porter, raising her arm in the air as though she had a knife. “If I’m coming at you with a knife, what’s your first reaction?” She suddenly stabbed down at Porter. Reflexively, he moved to block her arm.

“Exactly,” she said.

“If Morales had fought his attacker, his arms should be sliced up, too,” Russell said.

“So was he unconscious?” Porter asked.

“I didn’t see any signs of stun blast or drugs in his system,” Nelson said. “Near as I can figure, he was just out. Any luck finding Captain Beck?”

“The ion trail from the runabout has already started to dissipate, and she was headed toward the main space lanes. Even if I went out after her, the odds of me being able to track the runabout are between slim and none. I’ve got Loas checking into any ships that may have left here at around the same time. It’s possible that Captain Beck is tracking down the killer herself.”

“So you don’t think she’s responsible,” Nelson said.

“Do you?”

“Not a chance,” Nelson said.

“Sean?”

“I’ve got to be objective, Craig. She’s the only one who left that room on her own two feet.”

Porter glanced at the padd in Russell’s hand. “Do you have something then?”

Russell shook his head. “The security logs are shot. Nothing but interference.”

“Where have I seen this before?” Porter muttered.

“I don’t think we have any more Andorian assassins on the station,” Russell said, handing Porter the padd. “You want to see if you can get anything out of it?”

“Yeah,” Porter replied, taking the padd. “And I’m going to need to talk to Commander Morales.”

“He’s resting, which is exactly what we should be doing,” Nelson said. Porter opened his mouth to protest, but Nelson cut him off. “You aren’t going to solve this if your brain is mush. Get some sleep. We’ll start fresh tomorrow.”

Porter nodded. “Breakfast in the Ops conference room at 0930,” he said. “And let’s keep this need-to-know.”

“We’re the only ones who know Harper’s in the morgue, and I told my staff that Commander Morales had an accident in the holodeck with the safeties off,” Nelson said.

“And I’m handling the investigation myself,” Russell added. “No one else knows.”

“Good. And Captain Beck is attending a conference on Alpha Centauri. It was a last minute invitation,” Porter said.

“That should work for now, but how long are we going to keep this up, Craig?” Russell asked.

“As long as it takes to get some answers.”



So this was what a road to nowhere felt like. Captain Beck had heard Captain Andy Baxter of the USS Aerostar (now Explorer) toss off the term after the Aerostar returned from six months of being trapped in the Delta Quadrant. Beck had to believe that the Aerostar’s unwelcome trip to that far-flung region of space was far more scenic than the endless gray she was trudging through now.

Determination had been easy for the first several hours (Had it been hours? She had no way to judge time here beyond her own subjective impressions.), but now that determination had given way to boredom, drudgery, and a tiny bit of fear that there wasn’t actually anywhere to go.

Beck kept on walking. What was the alternative? Give up? Spend the rest of her existence in an endless field of blah?

Absolutely not.

She would find something, anything. She would…

Was that something up ahead?

She squinted into the grayness, which seemed to be giving way as though it were just a thick fog. Shapes and forms were gradually becoming visible all around her.

The forms became more and more distinct until she realized where she was.

“I should have known,” Beck muttered, looking at her surroundings.

Her family beach house on the North Carolina coast.

“What should you have known?” a vaguely-feminine voice asked from behind her.

Beck spun around and saw a figure approaching, its appearance shifting rapidly from Beck’s mother to her sister to her father to Stephanie Hodges to Stephanie Hodges as a kid to Phillip Harper to…

“Pick something!” Beck shouted, slamming her eyes shut. The rapid shifts were giving her a headache…not that she actually had a head now. Her physical head was elsewhere, leaving her only with this version of herself that she assumed had been created by her own consciousness.

“You pick something,” the figure replied. “I have no control over your memories.”

Beck tried to focus on the newcomer, picturing her as someone she felt neutrally about. No sense in having emotional attachments to a figment of her own imagination. Beck opened her eyes, the figure before her now in the form of Gurat, the fry cook at Wok-A-Chodok in Waystation’s food court. An odd choice possibly, but at least the being wasn’t switching faces randomly anymore.

“Is that better?” the not-Gurat asked.

“Much. Now where am I?”

“I was going to ask you the same question,” not-Gurat said gazing around at her surroundings. “It is pleasing to view, though. Do you come here often?”

Beck had to laugh. “Lately, only in my mind,” she replied. A couple of years earlier, Karyna had brought Beck to a representation of this house while trying to tempt her with the power of the Q, a temptation Beck eventually accepted. Then she had come here in her dream, the dream when the Selvan first attempted to take control of her body.

“Your mind must like it here.”

“I guess so,” Beck said. “So do you mind telling me where here REALLY is?”

“Here is here,” not-Gurat replied simply.

“Great. And you are?”

“I am here.”

“Are you literally ‘Here’ or are you just here as in this is the place where you currently reside? Good god that was complicated.”

“This is where I am.”

“Uh huh. Are there others here?”

“There was another like yourself, but he never moved. He lay quietly. His mind never created a here to exist in. And then he vanished.”

Was that Morales, Beck wondered. If he had been asleep when the Selvan took control, perhaps his unconscious mind was sent here and was unable to awaken. He never would have known what was happening.

Of course, none of that mattered now.

“How do I get out of here?” Beck asked.

“Where would you go?”

“Back to my body.”

“Your body?”

“My physical form. This…” Beck gestured at the ‘body’ she currently had. “…isn’t really me. It looks like me and wears my uniform, but the real me is back in the physical world.”

“This isn’t the real you?”

“NO!”

“You have your mind, your thoughts, your personality, your memories. What else is there that makes you you?” not-Gurat asked.

“You don’t understand. Something called the Selvan has my body, and he’s planning to do something with it. I have to stop him.”

“What if the Selvan is planning to do something just?”

“Just what?”

“‘Just’ as in to achieve justice.”

“Then he should have asked first,” Beck said. “Wait…what do you know about the Selvan?”

“Selvan are here.”

“He is? So that means I’m still inside my own body. He’s just pushed me aside.”

“No, the Selvan has your body. You are no longer with your body. You are here. Selvan are here. I am here.”

Beck had the feeling she was getting nowhere rather quickly. “Okay. Let’s back up,” she said. “How long have you been here?”

“Eternity.”

“Lovely,” Beck muttered, wondering if she could just run into the beach house, curl up in her own bed, and make it all go away.



Rest, Dr. Nelson had said. Yeah right. How was Porter supposed to rest when he was in command of a station with a missing captain, a mangled first officer, and a corpse? He’d tossed and turned in his bed for a few hours, possibly even drifting off into a fitful sleep occasionally; although, he wasn’t sure. Finally, though, he’d given up and headed to Ops, where Lieutenant Mason was currently in command.

Mason had no idea that anything was amiss other than Morales’ “holodeck injury.” Porter felt slightly bad for keeping him in the dark about things, but he still believed that fewer people knowing what really happened was for the best. The last thing he needed was anyone jumping to the conclusion that Captain Beck had committed two very serious crimes (possibly three, if it turned out she’d just stolen a runabout).

With sleep not an option, Porter turned his attention to the sensor readings from Beck’s quarters. As Russell had said, the security sensors hadn’t picked up anything, or, if they had, the readings were buried under so much interference as to be unusable.

He’d seen this kind of thing before last year when a sensor scrambling device had been used to cover up the murder of an Andorian visiting the station. Porter started there, attempting to use some of the same filtering routines he used in that instance to try and break through whatever had affected the sensor readings from Beck’s quarters.

He had no idea how much time had passed before he was interrupted by the sound of the turbolift doors in Ops opening and closing followed by firm footsteps toward his console. Porter looked up tiredly into the angry eyes of Yeoman Tina Jones.

“Morning, Tina,” Porter said as warmly as he could. “Something wrong?”

“What the hell happened to Commander Morales?” she demanded.

“Holodeck accident,” Porter said. “Near as we can figure the poor guy accidentally turned off the safeties.”

“I don’t think so,” Jones said, planting her hand on the top of the console and leaning in face-to-face with Porter. “WHAT happened?”

“Tina, this isn’t a good time…”

“WHAT HAPPENED?”

“Er…could I talk to you in Captain Beck’s office?”

“Please don’t jerk me around, Craig.”

“Now,” Porter said, coming out from behind his console and heading toward Beck’s office. Jones grudgingly following, then positioned herself in the middle of the office, arms crossed, while Porter collapsed onto the sofa along the side wall.

“Walter doesn’t use the holodeck,” Jones said before Porter could get a word in edgewise. “He doesn’t really like them, and even if he did, he’d know enough not to turn off the safeties. And now Doctor Nelson won’t let me see him, and you’re avoiding my questions, and I just want to know what the hell is happening around here!”

“Join the club,” Porter said with a tired sigh.

“So it wasn’t the holodeck,” Jones said.

“No,” Porter admitted. “What I’m about to tell you does not leave this room, you understand me.”

“Uh huh,” Jones said, nodding quickly as she grabbed a seat across from Porter and rocked in it anxiously.

“Last night at about 2230 hours, Commander Morales was attacked in Captain Beck’s quarters.”

“Oh god! Is he all right?”

“Nelson says he’s going to be fine. She patched up all the knife wounds, so he’ll make a full recovery.”

“Thank goodness. Wait, what was he doing there?” Jones asked confused.

“We don’t know. We don’t know a lot unfortunately. Captain Beck left the station, then we went to her quarters and found Morales and Phillip Harper.”

“Was he stabbed, too?” Jones asked.

“Harper was dead when we got there.”

Jones nodded numbly, her eyes wide. “Who would…?”

“We don’t know. Sensors were scrambled. I was working on them when you got here.” Porter glanced over at the chronometer. It was close to 930 hours. “Russell, Nelson, and I are having a meeting in a couple of minutes to go over what we know. You can sit in with us, if you’d like.”

Jones just nodded again.

“Good,” Porter said, standing up and placing his hand on Jones’s shoulder. “We’re going to figure out what happened. It’s just a matter of time. Don’t worry.”

Jones moved to follow Porter, her mind trying to resist seeing the worst case scenario that was forming there. Could Captain Beck have done this? Why would she unless…

No. Impossible. No matter how jealous he was, Walter would never do anything to hurt anyone.

Would he?



“The DNA scans have all come up negative,” Lieutenant Russell reported as he, Porter, Nelson, and Jones sat around the table in the Ops briefing room, large mugs of coffee sitting in front of each of them. “As far as I can tell, no one else was in that room. You had any luck with the sensor recordings?”

“Not yet,” Porter said. “I’m focusing on the video. I’ve got a few algorithms working on it now, but so far all I’ve gotten is a load of static and noise.” He turned to Nelson. “Did you get a chance to look at Harper?”

Nelson nodded as she sucked down a large gulp of coffee. “Deep stab wound to the abdomen along with a lot of damage to the surrounding organs. My guess is that after Harper was stabbed, his assailant yanked the knife sideways.”

“Yikes,” Jones winced.

“What about those arm wounds we were talking about yesterday?” Porter said.

“He didn’t have any either, but I’d say that’s because he was caught off-guard. The assailant stabbed, slashed, then later came back and slit Harper’s throat.”

“Oh god,” Jones muttered.

The briefing room doors opened suddenly, allowing Colonel Martin Lazlo of the Federation Marine Corps battalion stationed on board to storm into the room, waving a padd as he went.

“Where is she?” Lazlo demanded, slamming the padd down on the table.

“Alpha Centauri,” Porter replied. “What’s the problem?”

“Where’s Morales?”

“Sickbay.”

“Holodeck injury,” Jones added quickly.

“So you’re in charge?” Lazlo asked, pointing an accusing finger at Porter.

“The buck stops there,” Nelson said. “And he’s busy. If you didn’t notice, we’re having a meeting here. Say what you have to say, then get the hell out.”

“Beck denied my training request,” Lazlo said, his mustache quivering as it usually did when the marine was angry.

“You wanted to take your troops to Nerenna Three?” Porter said, looking at the padd. “But there’s a colony there.”

“So? We were going to be several kilometers away from them.”

“In the swamps?” Porter asked, reading further down.

“We have to be ready for anything. Now get Beck on the comm. I want this straightened out NOW!”

Porter exchanged a quick glance with Russell. If Lazlo started pushing to talk to Beck, their whole plan of keeping things quiet would go down the tubes pretty quickly. The last thing they needed right now was an overzealous marine stirring things up.

“Fengallis,” Porter said, an idea popping into his head.

“Excuse me?” Lazlo said.

“We ran across it on a survey mission a little over a month ago. Most of the planet is swamps, and there’s not a single sentient being to be found. Just lots of nasty snakes, alligator-things, and such. It’s about a three day trip from here.” Which meant close to a week round trip, and that didn’t even count the time the marines would spend on the planet itself.

“I’ll take it,” Lazlo said, snatching his padd back before Porter could rescind the offer.

“Good. I’ll have the coordinates sent to your office,” Porter replied as Lazlo stormed out of the briefing room as quickly as he had come.

“There. That was easy,” Porter said.

“What about Captain Beck?” Russell asked.

“Still no word.”

“That’s not what I meant, Craig. We’ve got to get her back here…whether she wants to come back or not. We have to send out an alert.”

“She didn’t do this, Sean.”

“You don’t know that.”

“She didn’t!”

“Then who did? Give me a suspect because everything I’ve seen so far points straight at Lisa Beck. I don’t like it any more than you do, but I have to have her brought in.”

“At least let me talk to Commander Morales first,” Porter said.

Russell was silent for several moments. “Okay,” he said finally. “But you realize that if he fingers Captain Beck, we’ve given her that much more of a head start.”

“Then you can lock me up for aiding and abetting,” Porter replied, rising from his seat. “But it’s not going to happen. She didn’t do it.”

“Is that ‘meeting adjourned’?” Nelson asked as Porter headed toward the door.

“I’ve got work to do,” Porter replied. “Let me know if Morales’ status changes.” With that, he was gone.

“Did that seem irrational to anyone else?” Russell asked.

“Friendships usually are,” Jones replied. “He knows Lisa well enough to know she’d never kill anyone, especially not Phillip Harper.”

“Maybe he dumped her,” Russell said. “And she snapped.”

“So what happened to Morales?” Nelson asked.

“He was walking by, heard Harper screaming, rushed in and got attacked for his trouble. It makes perfect sense.”



“Except for the part where she would never snap,” Nelson said, standing up. “I’ve got to get back to the Infirmary.”

“Can I sit with Walter?” Jones asked.

“Sure. The presence of a friend could help him along,” Nelson replied. She turned on Russell. “As for you…you’re doing what you have to do. All of us realize that. We just hope you’re wrong.”

“So do I,” Russell said softly as the women walked out the room. “So do I.”



The arrival of yet another runabout was nothing out of the ordinary for Vega Two planetary control. While not one of the planets traditionally considered to be a “core world” of the Federation, Vega Two was close enough to the center of the UFP that it had become a bustling world in its own right. As such, Starfleet Officers and their craft were a common sight, so no one took any special interest when the Runabout Roanoke requested landing clearance at the docking facility orbiting above Kellex, the Vegan capital city.

Nor did the arrival of the Selvan at the Transport Hub in Kellex raise so much as an eyebrow. Well, an eyebrow or two raised, but only from those beings admiring the form of Lisa Beck that the Selvan currently occupied.

Unaware and uncaring of these few stares, the Selvan adjusted the shoulder pack it was carrying and made its way out of the Transport Hub and into the city proper.



He’d awakened in the Infirmary, a fact that surprised him until he felt the dull twinges of pain in various spots across his torso. The next thing Walter Morales sensed was that he wasn’t alone.

Slowly, he opened his eyes, straining to focus on his dim surroundings and the figure seated beside his bed.

“Hey there,” Yeoman Tina Jones’s voice said softly. “How are you doing?”

“What happened?” Morales croaked.

“You don’t remember?” Jones asked. Morales could tell from the anxiousness in her voice that evidently no one else knew what had happened to him either.

Morales shook his head. “I went to bed. Now I’m here.” He tried to raise himself onto his elbows.

“Hang on there, big guy,” Dr. Nelson said, entering the recovery room with medical tricorder in hand. “Lay down and let me take a look at you.”

Morales did as he was told while Nelson looked at the biobed readouts and performed a few scans of her own. “Looks like things are healing nicely in there, but you don’t need to be moving around too much just yet.”

“He doesn’t remember what happened,” Jones told Nelson.

“He will,” Nelson replied. “He’s just been through a hell of a trauma. It’ll take some time for his mind to let those memories come back to the surface.”

“Would somebody tell me what happened?” Morales asked as sternly as he could manage in his condition.

“You were stabbed,” Nelson said. “Repeatedly. We don’t know who did it, but you’re lucky…luckier than Phillip Harper.”

“Harper’s dead?” Morales asked in disbelief and growing panic. “What about Lisa? Is she okay? Where’s Captain Beck?”

“Gone,” Jones said. “She took a runabout and left just before we found you and Mister Harper. We haven’t been able to find her or talk to her.”

Morales’ mind reeled as he tried to process this news. “Why would she leave? She couldn’t have…”

“She’s Russell’s primary suspect,” Nelson said. “Speaking of, I’d better tell him you’re awake.” Nelson stepped over to the door and activated the comm unit.

“Lisa?” Morales said. “No. There’s no way. Captain Beck would never hurt anyone like this, much less kill Phillip Harper. That’s just ridiculous. Something else must have happened. I won’t accept that she had anything to do with this.”

“Craig feels the same way,” Jones said, placing a calming hand on Morales’ arm. “He’s working on the sensor feeds right now.”

“Working on them?”

“They were scrambled.”

“By what?”

“We don’t know.”

“Nobody seems to know much of anything,” Morales said. “Least of all me. Why would anyone come into my quarters while I was asleep and stab me?”

“You were found in Captain Beck’s quarters. You’re sure all you remember is going to sleep? In your own bed?” Jones asked.

“Yes. I painted, then I went to bed. That was my night. I’m just having a hard time accepting that someone would break in there, stab me, and evidently move my body to Captain Beck’s quarters. Is this supposed to be some kind of message? Maybe a threat against Lisa. Whoever it is, we have to find them right now and get Lisa back here. If she’s in danger…”

“Calm down, Walter,” Jones said. “We’re doing everything we can. You’re just going to hurt yourself if you try to get up.”

“Russell and Porter are on their way here,” Nelson said, coming back over to complete her examination.

“Have they found Captain Beck?”

“Just relax,” Nelson replied, turning her attention back to her scans. Morales tried to lay still for the next few minutes while Nelson worked. His every instinct was to race to the docking bay, take a ship, and go after Beck, but he knew Jones was right. If he tried to go now in his present condition, he was liable just to make his own health situation worse.

Finally, he saw Porter and Russell at the door, both looking solemn. Nelson waved the pair inside.

“Please tell me you’ve found Captain Beck,” Morales began before Porter or Russell could even open their mouths. “We’ve got to get her side of things. There’s no way she could have done this. You know that, Craig.”

Porter nodded and handed Morales a padd. “This is what I’ve been able to get from the scrambled sensor readings.

Morales watched in horror as the recording played back. There was no sound, and the video was reduced to static in places, but he could see what was happening. He watched himself hiding in Beck’s quarters, then threatening Beck and Phillip Harper with a knife when they returned. A quick scuffle, then the stabbing.

“Captain Beck didn’t kill Phillip Harper,” Porter said as Morales watched himself slit Harper’s throat. “You did.”



TO BE CONTINUED…






The Devil You Know



“Craig Porter’s Personal Log. Stardate 54283.7. I don’t wanna be in command anymore! The occasional interesting spatial anomaly I can handle, but this…this is about to drive me insane.

“Yeah. Insanity. That’s a good word for it. How else can I explain Walter Morales killing Phillip Harper and having no memory of it? Normally I’d guess it was a Changeling intruder, but there are two small problems with that theory. First, we aren’t at war with the Dominion anymore. And second, the sensor recording shows clearly that the Morales who killed Harper is a flesh and blood person.

“The rest of the recording was actually the hardest for me to watch. Seeing Captain Beck stab Morales repeatedly…the cold look on her face…I don’t want that in my memories.

“The recording clears Lisa of murder at the same time it pretty much convicts Morales. He still swears that he doesn’t remember a thing, which Doctor Nelson says is possible. She seems to think his memories will return as he heals. In the meantime, Commander Morales is refusing to press charges against Captain Beck. On the one hand, I’m glad I don’t have to have Beck arrested and dragged back here considering what she’s been through. But on the other, I don’t know how good it is for her to be dealing with this alone.

“I can’t dwell on it for too long, though. I have a station to run and a corpse that we’ve kept hidden for far too long. Lieutenant Russell and I have a meeting scheduled to discuss how to proceed. Somehow I get the sense I’m really not going to like our options.”



Some days you just can’t wait to get to work. Okay, so maybe most people never feel that way, but Bradley Dillon was going to relish this day. He was practically hopping up and down with eagerness as the turbolift took him from his quarters in Waystation’s lower saucer to his office located on one of the upper saucer decks set aside for Dillon Enterprises.

John Simms, Jr. thought that he could strike fear into Bradley with his docking arm complex, but Simms hadn’t considered the fact that Bradley had connections on Waystation. All it had taken was one conversation with Captain Lisa Beck as she was on her way to the docking bay to straighten everything out. She had agreed with Bradley’s position on Simms’s docking arm.

Now that Beck had had a couple of days to file her rejection of the proposal, Bradley was going to comm Simms to rub it in a little…and gloat. Gloating was a must.

After arriving at his office, Bradley settled into his faux-leather desk chair and tapped the comm unit. “Gisele…”

“Good morning, Mister Dillon,” his assistant’s voice replied. “Did you want the morning briefing early today?”

“No no. But would you mind connecting me with John Simms, Junior at Simms Ship Lines?”

“Right away.”

As Bradley expected, “right away” ended up being closer to ten minutes. Directly comming the CEO of a large concern such as Simms Ship Lines was not a rapid process. In the meantime, Bradley was able to busy himself with other communiques.

Finally, Simms’s image appeared on the monitor on Bradley’s desk. “What do you want, Dillon?” the older man demanded gruffly.

“Something agitating you, John?” Bradley replied innocently.

“I’m a busy man. If you’ve got some business with me, get to it.”

“Oh no. I think our business is at an end, a fact which should be abundantly clear to you now.”

Simms laughed. “Is this one of those psych-out your opponent techniques, Bradley? I’d have thought you were above such things. Getting desperate, huh?”

“Maybe you’re behind on current events, but I have nothing to be desperate about. Your project’s dead.”

Simms checked a display on his desk. “Hmm…looks alive to me. Starfleet is due to give me final approval any time now. I’ll have my contractors there within the month to get started.”

A cold realization struck Bradley. She hadn’t stopped it. Beck hadn’t stopped it! And, as a result, Bradley had blundered badly. How could he have been so foolish as to not confirm that the rejection had been filed before he commed Simms? In his eagerness to show-up Simms, he ended up humiliating himself.

“We’ll see” is all Bradley managed to reply through clenched teeth before he closed the comm channel. Something had to be done and fast. Had Beck returned to Waystation? If so, he’d track her down. If not, he’d just have to move on to the next person in the chain of command: Walter Morales.



“Who the hell is Walter Morales?” Lieutenant Craig Porter demanded as he paced Lieutenant Sean Russell’s office in Starfleet Square Mall.

“Is this a trick question?” Waystation’s Chief of Security asked, eyeing Porter nervously. Very rarely had Russell ever seen Porter this worked up.

“I’m serious, Sean. You know Commander Morales as well as I do. Has he ever struck you as the kind of guy who would kill somebody?”

“Jealousy will do that to a person.”

“Jealousy? Of Phillip Harper?”

“Come on, Craig. You’ve seen the way Morales looks at Captain Beck. He’s nuts about her.”

“Nuts, huh? Appropriate phrasing.”

“Tina told me that she and Morales had an argument about his obsession with Beck at breakfast the day before the murder. It all fits.”

“Really? Enlighten me,” Porter said skeptically.

“Okay. Morales’ in love with Beck, but she’s not interested.”

“You have anything to back that assertion up?”

“Courtesy of Yeoman Tina Jones again” Russell replied. “Morales told her that he actually kissed Beck once. Soon afterward, she gave him the whole ‘I don’t think of you that way’ speech.”

Porter winced. “Ouch. Heard that one enough. But I never killed anyone over it.”

“I guess you’re more well adjusted than our first officer then. According to Jones, Morales just let his feelings for Beck eat away at him. And Doctor Nelson told me Morales was still obsessing about Beck when he took Nelson to that resort with Frequoq Wuddle.”

“Okay. Morales wanted Beck. I accept that. What about this argument he had with Tina?”

“Tina caught Morales glaring at Harper and Beck in the food court. She basically told Morales that he needed to go see Counselor Miller.”

“And what did Morales say to that?”

“Nothing. Tina stormed off before he could get a word out,” Russell said.

“Wow. Jones was awfully forthcoming.”

“Why shouldn’t she be? This is a murder investigation.”

“I just thought she and Morales were friends.”

“She thought so, too. She also thought he would get help, but the next day, there’s Morales slicing up Phillip Harper. And my guess is that after watching Harper get killed, Captain Beck was so overcome with grief and rage that she attacked Morales. Then, horrified at what she’d done, she fled the station.”

“You’ve been watching those holo-mysteries again, haven’t you?”

“Maybe a couple. But like I said, it all fits.”

“What about Morales’ wounds?” Porter asked.

“What about them?”

“Nelson said that it didn’t look like Morales put up a fight. The video from the security sensors confirms that. Morales hits the ground well before Beck gets to him with the knife. What happened?”

“He was in shock at committing a murder…which is also why he can’t remember anything now. I’m not saying that he’s a cold-blooded killer, Craig…well, he kind of is since he was obviously waiting in Beck’s quarters with a knife, but other than that, I think he’s going to be really remorseful about all of this once he remembers what happened. I’m expecting a full confession.”

“Uh huh,” Porter said, lost in thought.

“When are you going to tell people about Harper’s death?”

“Soon. I just…I want to talk to him first.”

“That’s going to be tough with him being dead and all,” Russell said.

“Not him! Morales.”

“He doesn’t remember anything.”

“I know. I just need to hear some things from his mouth,” Porter said heading toward the door. “I’ll be in the Infirmary.”

“Okay. And could you ask Nelson when he’s going to be well enough to leave there? I want to get him in a cell before he tries to make a run for it.”

“He’s not going to run.”

“Sure. And did you think he’d kill anyone?”

“No.”

“Which is why I want him in a cell.”

“Point taken.”



“This doesn’t make any sense to me at all,” Bradley Dillon said as Dr. Amedon Nelson stood barring his way toward the Infirmary recovery rooms.

“What part of ‘You can’t see him’ is confusing you?” Nelson shot back.

“All of it. Surely Commander Morales is up and around by now.”

“I can’t comment on his condition. Doctor-Patient confidentiality.”

“I’m not asking you to comment, Doctor. I just want to speak with him for a moment. It’s urgent.”

“Are we about to be attacked?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Then it’s not that urgent.”

“Doctor Nelson!”

Lieutenant Commander Porter suddenly brushed past Bradley on his way toward the recovery rooms.

“Doc,” Porter said with a head nod.

“Commander,” she replied returning the nod.

“Wait!” Bradley cried. “Why is he allowed access?”

Porter stopped and looked back at Bradley. “Easy. I’m official.”

“This is ludicrous. There is no reason that my right to visit a patient in this facility should be restricted!”

“Your right?” Nelson said, going toe-to-toe with the businessman. “Let me tell you how this works, pal. This is MY Infirmary, and these are MY patients. NO ONE sees them unless I give the okay. Okay?”

“Be reasonable.”

“Begone!” Nelson snapped back, pointing toward the exit.

“Commander, could you at least relay a message to Commander Morales for me?” Bradley asked.

“Why don’t you try sending a note? Maybe with some flowers?” Porter asked as he walked off down the corridor.

“When Captain Beck returns, she will hear about the way her staff has treated me!” Bradley said.

“I’ve got a hunch she won’t give a damn,” Nelson said. “Your visiting hours are officially over. Bye bye.”

Bradley glared at Nelson for a moment as several scathing replies ran through his mind. He finally decided against any of them. There was a chance that he could be injured one day, so infuriating the station’s Chief Medical Officer might not be the wisest course of action. Instead, Bradley turned on his heel and exited the Infirmary. Simms’s construction plans could still be stopped. He just needed to be patient and wait until he could get access to either Morales, or, preferably, Captain Beck when she returned.



Walter Morales heard the door to his recovery room slide open then close again with a soft whoosh, but he didn’t move from his current position, laying in the biobed and staring blankly at the sterile white ceiling.

“How are you doing?” Craig Porter asked gently.

“Fine except for the gaping hole in my memory,” Morales said. He sat up and looked around. “Where’s Russell? I figured he’d be waiting with binders to haul the murderer off to the brig.”

“He has mentioned it,” Porter replied.

“I still can’t believe this,” Morales said, rubbing his temples. “Could I have gone that far over the edge? I’d love to believe it wasn’t me, but the knife wounds seem to say otherwise.” Morales chuckled softly. “Guess I should have gone to see Counselor Miller a little sooner.”

“You remember Tina telling you to do that?”

“Yeah. It was at breakfast that morning.”

“Okay. Tell me what all you do remember about that day,” Porter said.

“I got up, got showered and dressed, went to breakfast with Tina, then headed to Ops for my shift. You were there with me until I got off. I headed straight back to my quarters, painted for a little while, then I got frustrated and went to bed.”

“Frustrated why?”

“I just couldn’t concentrate. Nothing was going the way I wanted it to on the canvas. I actually decided to get in touch with Counselor Miller the next day, but instead I woke up here after what was evidently a busy night.”

“You could say that,” Porter said, going over Morales’ story. Something wasn’t right. Actually, a lot of somethings.

“Wait. You had breakfast with Tina that day?”

“Yeah.”

“And you had command of Alpha Shift?”

“Uh huh. Then I went to bed.”

“Do you remember being sick?”

“No. I felt fine,” Morales said confused. “Why?”

“Did you talk to Captain Beck that day?”

“Only in Ops when she relieved me. What is it, Craig? You look like you’re on to something.”

“Only more questions,” Porter replied. “The day you’re describing was the day before the attacks, not the day of.”

“I lost an entire day? No. I don’t believe that.”

“You have another idea?” Porter said.

“I’m not lying, Craig.”

“I don’t think you are,” Porter said. “But you were awake and moving around on the day of the killing.”

“But a whole day? What was I doing other than stabbing people?”

“That’s what I’m going to find out,” Porter replied.

“Thank you,” Morales said. “Thank you for believing me.”

“I don’t believe anything yet. For all I know you’ve got a day’s worth of amnesia instead of just a couple of hours, but I like to think I know you, Commander. You don’t seem like someone who’d do something like this.”

“I wouldn’t. I’d never hurt Lisa.”

“Even if she loved Phillip Harper instead of you?”

Morales stiffened. “No,” he replied, looking pained at being forced to discuss his feelings for Beck. “I want her to be happy…even if it’s not with me.”

“We all say that when we’re rejected.”

“But I mean it.”

“We’ll see,” Porter said. “I’ll let you know if I find out anything.”



How much time had it been now? Did it even matter anymore? For all Lisa Beck knew, the Selvan had already accomplished whatever task it wanted her body to do. That thought alone was sickening in so many ways.

Meanwhile, Beck had been trapped in a vast nothingness that had slowly been transformed into a decent replica of her family beach house on an island off the coast of North Carolina. At first she thought her captors had somehow created it, but her lone company, a being that at Beck’s insistence had taken the form of Gurat, an employee at Wok-A-Chodok, informed her that Beck’s mind had actually transformed the environment.

That was nice and all, but it didn’t get her any closer to finding a way back to herself. All the not-Gurat would tell her was that she was “here” and that Selvan were here as well, not that she’d seen any sign of them.

Despite now being a non-corporeal form basically, Beck had still found the effects of fatigue plaguing her in the form of a growing headache. Shortly after her oh-so-illuminating conversation with not-Gurat, she’d excused herself and headed into the beach house to find a place to rest. Once she’d had a chance to do that and clear her thoughts, she could refocus on the real issue at hand.

The house had been just as she’d remembered, which was the only way it could be seeing as how it was pulled from her memories. The same slightly sharp smell of salty ocean air wafted through the open windows, relaxing Beck as she slipped into her old bed and curled up on her side, watching the waves outside.

She drifted off into a far more restful sleep than she would have expected under the circumstances…

…at least at first.

Soon her dreams became little more than flashes of chaotic images from throughout her life. Her parents. Her sister. Stephanie Hodges. The trip to Moscow. The time she and Steph snuck onto that Andorian freighter. Flying a runabout. Eating in Seven Backward on the Secondprize. In bed with Phillip. Walking the streets of some planet. The Christmas when Mom and Dad gave her the trip to San Francisco. A dark room full of strange objects in glass cases, kind of like a museum. Morales’ face before he stabbed Phillip. Blood. A hand. Blood. A knife. Blood. Stabbing. Stabbing. Stabbing. Screams.

Beck shot awake, sitting up in bed with a start as moonlight shone in the open window, illuminating the gentle lapping of the ocean below.

For a moment, her surroundings relaxed her as she let herself be comforted by their familiarness. But then she remembered where she was…where she really was.

“I’ve got to get out of here,” Beck murmured, tossing the covers off and charging out of the room.



In the end, it always seemed to come back to the security records. At least these were different ones, though, Lieutenant Commander Porter thought as he sat in the relative privacy of Science Lab Two reviewing sensor logs. There was an unspoken rule among Porter’s science staff that Lab Two was his. Inside were strewn bits and pieces of various gizmos and doo-dads that had caught his attention at different times ranging from miniature engine prototypes to the debris that was left behind when Dr. Derrick Azar’s time tube had exploded on board a couple of years earlier.

None of the bits and pieces mattered right now, though. Instead, Porter was focused on the records from Commander Morales’ quarters on the day before Harper was killed. As Morales had stated, he painted for a while (painted may have been a generous term for it. It looked to Porter more like Morales was just throwing paint at the canvas), then attacked the painting, which was a detail Morales had neglected to mention. After the angry outburst, though, Morales seemed to just deflate. He trudged off to bed looking more sad and pathetic than anything else.

Porter sped up the playback as Morales lay in bed asleep. No sense watching him sleep in real time. The doors to the science lab opened, allowing Lieutenant Russell and Yeoman Jones to enter.

“Afternoon, folks,” Porter said distractedly.

“You want to let me in on what’s going on, Craig?” Russell said, a hint of anger in his voice.

“I’m looking at security recordings.”

“Um…we already did that. Remember the whole seeing Commander Morales kill Phillip Harper in cold blood thing?”

“You don’t have to put it that way,” Jones said.

“Well he did!” Russell protested.

“Maybe,” Porter replied.

“Thank you! Wait. What do you mean maybe?”

“Morales can’t remember that entire day,” Porter explained.

“The whole day? Isn’t that weird?” Jones asked. “Even if he has the trauma amnesia Doctor Nelson was talking about?”

“I’m no doctor, but I’d have to say yes,” Porter replied. “Therefore, I’m tracking his movements.”

“Do his movements before he stabbed Phillip Harper really matter?” Russell asked.

“They do if they prove Walter didn’t do it!” Jones said.

“He did it!” Russell said. “If he didn’t, Captain Beck wouldn’t have stabbed him!”

“So what if he did it physically but not mentally?” Porter asked. “Does that change things?”

Russell thought for a few moments. “Er…I don’t know. I’m not a lawyer, so it’s not my problem. What is my problem is the fact that Doctor Nelson won’t let me transport my prisoner to the brig.”

“You can have him tomorrow,” Porter said, deciding to skip the argument that would ensue if he tried to explain any more to Russell.

“Tomorrow!” Russell said. “I’m holding you to that.”

“Maybe you won’t have to,” Porter muttered as Russell turned and charged out of the lab.

“He’s kind of worked up about this, don’t you think?” Yeoman Jones asked, stepping over to the console where Porter was working. “Other things could have happened.”

“I think he takes it kind of personally. He is the Security Chief, and I don’t think he likes the idea that people will kill each other on his watch.”

“Still he should try and think about Walter.”

“Are you? From what Sean told me, you pretty much spilled every bean you had on the Commander.”

“I was upset. But I know he couldn’t do this.”

“It’s okay. Telling us everything was the way to go,” Porter said, turning back to his sensor logs. “Oh what now!” he cried.

“What?” Jones asked, peering around him at the monitor, which was still displaying a speeded up image of Morales sleeping, at least she assumed it was Morales. The image was a bit fuzzy.

“The static,” Porter said as he slowed the playback down to real time. The static remained.

“You can still see,” Jones said.

“That’s not the point,” Porter replied. “We shouldn’t have this at all. I wonder…” He speeded the playback up again. On the screen, Morales slept, then started moving around in his bed, eventually getting up, wandering around a bit, and finally heading into the bathroom. “Did you see that?” Porter asked.

“It looked like he wet his bed.”

“No! Well, yeah, it kind of did, but that’s not what I meant. Look. The static is gone.” Morales’ stark naked body emerged from the bathroom and zipped over to order up a new uniform and such for the day. “Dammit, it’s back,” Porter said.

“Is he causing the static?” Jones asked, not taking her eyes off of Morales’ form.

“How could he?”

“I don’t know,” Jones said sheepishly.

Morales exited his quarters on the monitor. Porter quickly switched sensor recordings to the corridor outside. Sure enough, the static was there, too.

“Even so, you may be right,” Porter said as he followed Morales’ route. The Commander didn’t speak to anyone and instead may his way directly to the Waystation library, static following him all the way.

“What is he doing?” Porter asked as Morales sat practically immobile at a terminal in the library flipping through various texts on the screen.

“Research?”

“Into what?” Porter asked. “Why?”

“Do you want me to find out?” Jones said.

“Actually, yes. You don’t mind?”

“If it will help Walter, I’ll do it.”

“You may find out something you don’t want to know, Tina. We still don’t know that he didn’t do this.”

“Then explain the static to me,” Jones said.

“I can’t…yet”

“But it is weird.”

“Definitely.”

“So is the idea of Walter killing anyone,” Jones replied heading toward the door.



There would be security devices. The Selvan didn’t care. Nothing the people of Vega Two had watching over his quarry would be an obstacle to the power he possessed. Once night had fallen over the Vegan capital city of Kellex, the Selvan began his preparations, not that there was much to prepare. His scouting run earlier in the day had shown him everything he needed to know about where the item was located. He’d almost been disappointed at how easy this was turning out to bed. He’d originally imagined that he’d need the security access that a person such as Captain Lisa Beck surely would have, but as it was, the facility was open to the public and her body was currently needed as little more than a tool for the Selvan to use to retrieve the object in question.

Beck’s true purpose would come soon enough, though. But first, the item.

The Selvan in Beck’s body strode purposefully toward the entrance to the Amitoriate Museum of Antiquities, a small phaser palmed in its hand. It doubted it would even need the phaser for anything more than a door opener. Most societies such as these didn’t seem to think they needed live guards anymore due to their advanced technology. The Selvan concentrated for a moment, amplifying the energy radiating from itself, an act that would render their so-called advanced technology useless.

The main doors were approached without the slightest hint of an alarm being raised. Any sentry cameras were now seeing nothing but static. The Selvan phasered the locking mechanism, then shoved the doors open with Lisa Beck’s gloved hands.

The Selvan’s subsequent actions took less than five minutes as he jogged to the room containing artifacts discovered on Landris II, blasted open a display case, grabbed the item in question and put it in his satchel, then made his way back to the exit.

By the time the Vega Two authorities responded, the Selvan was strolling down a nearby thoroughfare crowded with other beings enjoying the planet’s nightlife, gloves and stolen property hidden in its bag. Just another Starfleet officer on leave.

Flush with success, the Selvan even said yes to a young Linkaaran who offered to buy him a drink. The Selvan could take a moment to celebrate before the real work began.



Once Yeoman Jones was gone, Porter watched the rest of Morales’ day, which consisted of sitting in the library, getting called to Ops for his shift, remaining in Ops until he suddenly decided to leave, then heading to Beck’s quarters. As soon as he entered Beck’s quarters, the static grew to the point that the recording was unwatchable. This was the condition that Porter had found the logs of the murder to be in as well.

Jones was right. He needed to explain the static. He brought back up the recordings from the night before. At some point, the image went from crystal clear to fuzzy due to static. Why? What happened?

All at once at time index 0132 hours, Porter saw the static kick in. He paused the playback and set the computer to analyze all sensor readings from just before and just after the arrival of the static. If there was a difference in that room, he was going to find it.

“Hard at work, I see,” a female voice said from behind Porter. Porter jumped in surprise and spun around to see Federation Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges entering the lab. He’d been so engrossed in his work that he hadn’t even heard the doors open. “Word is that you’re the man in charge right now.”

“What are you doing here?” Porter asked in shock. “Colonel Lazlo took all of you to some swamp planet.”

“I took some leave,” Hodges replied. “Something was bugging me.”

“Something that I need to know about?” Porter said as he grew concerned about where this conversation was going.

“Where’s Lisa?”

Yep. This was going exactly where Porter didn’t want it to go.

“Alpha Centauri,” he replied, reciting the cover story they’d concocted. “She had a meeting or a conference or something.”

“She didn’t tell me about it,” Hodges said.

“I think it was kind of last minute.”

“And she took Phillip Harper with her?”

“I guess so.”

“So you don’t know where he is for sure?”

“Should I?” Porter asked, trying to sound nonchalant.

“No one at AWN has heard from him for a couple of days now.”

“I got it!” Yeoman Tina Jones cried as she ran into the lab. She slid to a stop as she spotted Hodges there. “Ooooh. Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“I think we were about done,” Porter said. He turned back to Hodges. “Did you want me to have Captain Beck comm you when I hear from her?”

“Yeah,” Hodges replied, looking back and forth from Jones to Porter suspiciously. “What are you two doing?”

“Science stuff,” Jones said quickly.

“Uh huh.” Hodges took a couple of steps toward the door, then stopped. “Look, Craig. If something’s going on here, I want to know about it. I’m not Lazlo, and I’m not going to report back to him. Just let me in. I want to help. Is something wrong with Lisa?”

“As far as I know, she’s just fine,” Porter said, telling the truth. As far as he knew, she was fine…well, other than the part where she saw her boyfriend killed then stabbed her first officer repeatedly.

Hodges eyed Porter for a few moments, then abruptly left the lab. “That wasn’t fun,” Porter muttered.

“Maybe we should have told her,” Jones suggested. “She and the Captain are close.”

“The fewer people who know what’s happening for now, the better,” Porter said. “Now what did you find out?”

“Walter spent most of the day in the library doing research.”

“I knew that.”

“But what was he researching?” Jones asked smugly.

“No clue.”

“The Glyph of Ranit-Del!” Jones stated triumphantly.

“What the hell is the Glyph of Ranit-Del?”

Jones shrugged. “I don’t know. I was kind of hoping it’d ring a bell with you. In any case, Beevo the librarian put all of Commander Morales’ research onto a data chip for him. He was able to give me a copy as well.” Jones handed Porter the chip.

“Thanks,” Porter replied. “Glyph of Ranit-Del. Glyph of Ranit-Del. What does that have to do with anything?”

The computer chirped softly indicating that it had finished the comparison Porter had requested. The static in the recordings seemed to being caused by an unusual energy emission that spontaneously appeared in Morales’ quarters at 0132 hours. Porter had the computer search for any matches to the energy signature in the Waystation database.

One entry came up. “Hunh?” Porter said confused.

“What is it?”

“The static in Morales’ quarters was caused by an energy signature I saw once last year. I made a note about it that I thought it could possibly be a lifeform.”

“A lifeform? Did you investigate it?”

“No,” Porter replied, reading the notes he made the previous year about the energy signature. “Captain Beck told me not to worry about it. Something about not opening the door to it.”

“Did Walter open the door?” Jones asked.

“I don’t even know what that means, and that still doesn’t tell us why Morales was looking up this glyph thing.”

“So we’re nowhere.”

“Not exactly. Since I know the energy signature I’m trying to filter, I can try to clean up the recording of the attacks a bit more. We still don’t have any sound, and the picture isn’t great.” Porter quickly pulled up the attack recording and set the computer to filter out the requested energy signature. Almost instantly, the image improved, but not enough for full clarity. Porter looked at the sensor readings. “Most of the rest of this seems to be noise at similar energy frequencies as the other, just at higher amplitudes. I’ll see what I can do.”

“Did you find a data chip on Walter?” Jones asked as Porter worked.

“No. I don’t think so. Russell or Nelson would have mentioned it. It could be in his quarters,” Porter said distractedly as he watched Morales collapse to the floor again on screen. Beck leapt in and started stabbing. This part had been grainy in Porter’s previous attempt to clean up the recording, but this time he noticed something.

“Computer, stop playback. Rewind ten seconds and magnify sector G-8.”

“What did you see?” Jones asked, peering at the screen. After stabbing Morales, Beck’s hand reached into Morales’ uniform pocket and pulled something out.

“Freeze,” Porter said. He adjusted the magnification manually, zooming in on Beck’s hand and clearing up the image of the object she took from Morales.

“So that’s where the data chip went,” Jones said.

“Looks like it.”

“Why?”

“Got me. I’m going to try the audio.”

It didn’t take Porter long to clear up the sound. He and Jones watched and listened to the playback in stunned silence as their fears were confirmed.

“This human’s feelings for you mean nothing to me. They were just the conduit for me to assume control. He was so blinded with love for you that he was more than willing to open the door,” Commander Morales’ voice said uttering words obviously not his own.

Captain Beck’s mouth opened. “You’re the one…from my dream.”

“I am the Selvan,” the being in Commander Morales replied.

“You dreamed this guy?” Phillip Harper asked, clearly confused.

“You couldn’t get me, so you took Morales. What do you want?” Beck demanded.

“The same thing I wanted before. You,” Morales replied.

“You’re not getting me,” Beck said, suddenly launching forward, going for Morales’ knife arm. Morales blocked her, grabbing Beck by the uniform and tossing her with amazing strength into the wall.

“Lisa!” Phillip cried, charging. Morales spun back to this new attacker, catching Phillip in the gut with the knife. Phillip’s eyes widened in shock and horror as the blade pierced his skin. Morales grinned cruelly then yanked the knife sideways, slicing through skin and organs before he finally shoved Phillip to the ground.

Beck leapt to her feet. She didn’t get three paces before Morales stopped her, not with a blow but by leaning down to Phillip, knife in hand.

“Give yourself to me,” Morales said.

Phillip’s hand suddenly locked onto Morales’ arm. Morales reacted viciously, slicing backwards and nearly severing Phillip’s head from his shoulders. Beck watched helpless as the life drained from Phillip’s eyes.

Morales was back on his feet in a flash, knife aimed at his own neck. “You have lost one, Lisa Beck. Give yourself to me or this human dies, too.”

“You’ll be gone,” she seethed.

“No. I’ll find another door. I’ll come back again and again killing each and every host I control until…”

“ALL RIGHT!” Beck bellowed, eyes blazing. She deflated almost instantly, her voice dropping to a whisper. “You win.”



“Oh god,” Commander Walter Morales murmured softly as he watched the scene play out in front of him on the monitor in the Ops conference room. It had taken some convincing, but Lieutenant Commander Porter had finally persuaded Lieutenant Russell to allow Morales to leave the Infirmary to attend this…briefing, if it could even really be called that.

The playback continued, showing Morales collapsing to the deck as whatever was controlling his body left and entered Lisa Beck. The creature controlling Beck then stabbed Morales, took the data chip, and left the quarters completely unconcerned about the two bodies it had left in its wake.

“So Commander Morales is innocent,” Jones said firmly to Lieutenant Russell, who, like Morales and Dr. Nelson, had been glued to the playback.

“What do we do?” Russell asked Lieutenant Porter, deciding not to address the obviousness of Jones’s statement.

Porter began pacing the conference room. “All of this seems to center around something called the Glyph of Ranit-Del. I haven’t been able to find a mention of it in the Federation databanks, but the data chip Commander Morales…sorry, whatever was in Commander Morales research ends with a listing of artifacts housed in the Amitoriate Museum of Antiquities on Vega Two.”

“Uh huh,” Russell replied, immediately beginning to type on his padd.

“None of the artifacts there has that name, but it’s possible that this Selvan being could be referring to something housed in the museum.”

“That was housed,” Russell said.

“Excuse me.”

“The museum was robbed overnight,” Russell replied, reading from his padd. “The only area touched was an exhibit of artifacts from Landris II.”

“Was Captain Beck there?” Morales asked.

Russell pulled up the Vega Two traffic control system. “The Roanoke arrived the day of the robbery and left this morning. Craig, we’ve got to send out an alert, have her brought in.”

“No,” Morales said, standing up. “I’m going after her.”

“You don’t know where she’s going. Or even what she’s planning,” Nelson said.

“I’ll find out,” Morales said. “But you heard that thing on the recording. If we send all of Starfleet after her, it’s just going to jump to someone else, or maybe just hide out for a while, then retake her. Meanwhile, Lisa gets arrested and poked and prodded by the combined probes of Starfleet Medical, Science, and Psych. I’m not letting that happen. I just need a fast ship.”

“The Wayward…” Porter began.

“Too conspicuous. I’m going to see Bradley Dillon.”

“Lucky him. He wanted to talk to you anyway,” Nelson replied as Morales charged out the door.

“Does anybody else think this is a really bad idea?” Russell asked.

“He’s in charge,” Jones replied. “Craig?”

“I can see his point,” Porter admitted.

“So can I…unfortunately,” Nelson said. “I suppose you want me to try to figure out a way to extract this thing if Morales is able to bring Beck back here.”

“The thought did cross my mind,” Porter said.

“Uh huh. I’ll be in the Infirmary,” Nelson said, pulling herself up out of her chair and heading out of the room.

“On the upside,” Russell said, leaning back in his chair and crossing his hands behind his head. “I don’t have a murder to investigate anymore. Who wants a beer?”



This was not in the plan. Not in the plan at all, Bradley Dillon thought as he sat at his desk staring at the latest communique from John Simms, Jr. This one consisted of only two words: “Project Approved.” So it was official. The first battle went to Simms. Bradley wasn’t finished, not by a long shot, but he would have to consider his next move carefully.

“Mister Dillon?” Gisele’s voice asked hesitantly over the comm system. She, of course, knew the contents of the communique and was obviously concerned about the current mood of her employer. Bradley had never been one to lash out at others, but he could rant with the best of them when things didn’t go his way, which, fortunately, didn’t happen very often.

“Yes, Gisele,” Bradley replied, attempting to sound upbeat.

“Commander Morales is here to see you.”

Bradley chuckled in spite of himself. Now the acting station commander decides to pay him a call. What excellent timing.

“Send him in,” Bradley said with a bemused sigh.

The massive wooden doors slid open a few moments later allowing Commander Walter Morales to step into Bradley’s office.

“Welcome, Commander,” Bradley said warmly, rising from his chair and extending his hand to Morales. “I’m glad to see you up and about. You’re fully mended, I trust.”

“Getting there,” Morales replied. Bradley instantly took note of the man’s eyes. He was troubled and distracted and, by the looks of it, visiting Bradley for reasons of his own. “Doctor Nelson said you wanted to see me.”

Yes, I did. Unfortunately, the event that I was hoping to prevent seems to have already occurred, despite the promise I had from Captain Beck that she would put a stop to it.”

“Stop to what? When did you talk to her?”

“John Simms, Junior is attempting to build a docking arm on Waystation to serve his ship lines. If that were all it was, I would be fine with it. However, this…monstrosity will duplicate many of the amenities already present on the station and create quite an eyesore on the station exterior. I asked Captain Beck to deny Simms’s request…for the good of all of us. As for when I spoke to her, it was just as she was leaving, I believe.”

“In that case, I don’t think she was paying attention,” Morales said darkly.

Bradley narrowed his eyes at Morales. “A bit of professionalism would not hurt this crew in the slightest.”

“I need a ship.”

“Excuse me?”

“I said I need you to lend me a ship. Something fast. I know you’ve got a couple in that docking bay you rent from us.”

“Does this have something to do with Captain Beck’s absence?”

“That’s a Starfleet matter.”

“Somehow I don’t think so,” Bradley replied. “Otherwise, you’d be using a Starfleet vessel rather than trying to borrow one from me. This is obviously something you don’t want known by your superiors.”

“Are you going to help me or not?” Morales demanded.

“I can’t see why I should. You and Captain Beck haven’t exactly been helpful to me lately.”

“Dammit, Bradley!” Morales snapped, slamming his hands down on Bradley’s desk. “I don’t have time to sit here while you and Simms fight about who’s got the biggest bank account. I need a ship, and I need it now!”

Bradley stared at Morales, lost in thought. A smile slowly spread across the businessman’s face as a light dawned. “You can have the ship,” he said.

“Thank you,” Morales said.

“No. Thank you, Commander. You’ve been a tremendous help.”



“Where’s that launcher?” Commander Morales shouted from the top of the S.S. Penzance as a team of Waystation’s engineers worked to modify Bradley Dillon’s small craft. The Penzance was sleek, fast, and fairly well-equipped with amenities. For a quick pleasure cruise, it would be perfect. However, Morales wasn’t traveling for pleasure. The craft already had an impressive shielding system (Bradley wasn’t big on the idea of being blasted out of space), but it lacked any weapons…at least it used to.

“It’s almost online,” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter replied, poking his head out from under the ship. “Two launchers. But there was only room for twenty-five micro-torpedoes each. Don’t spend them all in one place.”

“Hopefully, I won’t have to,” Morales called back as he made the final connection to the phaser bank he’d just installed above the Penzance’s cockpit, one of six banks that had been installed on the vessel. “What about the additional power?”

“I threw a couple of stand-alone units into the engineering compartment. You should be fine as long as you get into short fights. They’ll draw power from the warp core to recharge after that.”

“That’s fine.” Morales climbed down off of the ship and looked it over as the techs finished their work on the final torpedo launcher. “Looks like we’re all set.”

“If you say so,” Porter replied, stepping up beside him. “You sure this is the way you want to do this?”

“I’ve got to find her.”

“No one’s arguing that, but at least take some of us with you. I can work on that data chip…”

“You have to run this place. I’ll be fine.”

“What about Phillip Harper? We still haven’t told anyone. We can’t…”

“I know,” Morales said. “But just give me a little time to sort things out. Once the captain is back, we can deal with Harper’s remains. Otherwise, Starfleet’s going to be all over us.”

“You’re probably right about that.” The engineers finished with the micro torpedo launcher and gave Porter a thumbs up.

“That’s my cue,” Morales said. He turned to Porter. “I owe you, Craig. You got me out of a heck of a jam. Thank you.”

“I don’t think we’re out of the jam yet, sir. Bring the captain home.”

“I will,” Morales said simply, then climbed up into the ship and started the pre-flight sequences. Moments later, the Penzance gently lifted up from the deck just as Bradley Dillon arrived carrying a padd.

“And off he goes,” Bradley said approaching Porter. “I believe this means you are once again the man in charge.”

“Whatever you want, can we discuss it later?” Porter asked as he watched the Penzance sail out of the docking bay into the void of space beyond.

“I just wanted to inform you of one small change I’m implementing,” Bradley replied, handing the padd to Porter.

Porter’s eyes widened as he read the words on the screen.

“Bradley Dillon’s Waystation!”



TO BE CONTINUED…






Acts of Desperation



BRADLEY DILLON’S WAYSTATION



The officers gathered in the Ops briefing room stared at the words displayed on the main wall monitor in a confused silence.

“What the hell does that mean?” Doctor Amedon Nelson finally asked.

“Bradley bought the station?” Yeoman Tina Jones said hesitantly.

“It’s not quite that bad,” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter said from his seat at the head of the briefing room table. It still didn’t feel right for him to be in that position, but until Commander Morales returned, hopefully with Captain Beck, Porter was stuck with command and all the rights, privileges and responsibilities that came with it.

“Then how bad is it?” Lieutenant Sean Russell, the final member of the group, asked.

“He bought the naming rights.”

“Naming rights? We had naming rights?”

“Evidently,” Porter replied. “Bradley contacted the Federation Council and made them an offer. They said yes, so here we are on Bradley Dillon’s Waystation.”

“Lovely,” Nelson muttered.

“It could be worse,” Russell said. “He could have renamed the place Dillon-onia or something.”

“I just can’t believe he would do something like this,” Jones said. “Doesn’t he have enough already?”

“There’s no such thing as enough for some people,” Nelson said.

“Are we just going to let this happen?” Jones asked, turning to Porter.

“Unless you’ve got whole lotta credits for a counter-offer, I don’t know that there’s much we can do about it,” Porter replied with a sigh. “But this is the least of our problems right now. Don’t forget we have a missing captain, an absent first officer, and a corpse no one knows about. With all that going on, Bradley Dillon can put a giant statue of himself on the roof for all I care.”

“About that, Joan Redding came by the security office prying about where Captain Beck is,” Russell said. “She’s having a hard time believing that Phillip Harper would be gone this long without contacting AWN.”

“She’s going to have to believe it for now. Doctor, any ideas to get this Selvan thing out of Captain Beck if Morales can bring her back?”

“The energy readings aren’t much to work with, so I’ve been digging for any similar instances that Starfleet Medical has encountered. I’ve got some things I can try when Beck is back, but no guarantees any of it will work.”

“Do what you can. I’m still working on the sensor logs as well. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

“As long as Commander Morales gets lucky first,” Jones said, drawing several amused glances. “Wow, that came out wrong,” she muttered, turning red.



Why this? Why would the Selvan go through all the trouble to swipe a piece of metal from a museum?

As the S.S. Penzance made its way toward the core Federation worlds in pursuit of the Runabout Roanoke, Commander Walter Morales stared at the monitor in front of him displaying the image of the item stolen from the Amitoriate Museum of Antiquities on Vega Two. At first glance, the object appeared to be little more than an ornately-shaped golden-hued metal rod, approximately half a meter in length. The metal had been twisted and turned near the end creating spirals and pretzel-like forms while the other end seemed to be little more than a handle that had at one time, according to the museum documentation, most-likely been covered in leather or some such animal hide.

Morales continued on in through the report filed by the archaeologists who had unearthed the item on Landris II a few years earlier until a piece of the analysis caught his attention. The archaeologists detected strange low-level energy readings inside the artifact, readings that they couldn’t explain. The metals used in the creation of the item were unexceptional, yet, somehow, this energy was present. After determining that this energy was not harmful, the object was turned over to the museum on Vega Two, where it sat until the Selvan stole it.

Obviously the Selvan knew something about these readings that the archaeologists did not. Was the Selvan perhaps a former resident of Landris II? Morales couldn’t say, but it was all he had to work with at the moment. He laid in a course for Landris II, then, as the Penzance changed direction, Morales began retrieving any records he could locate from around the Federation concerning the civilization that once existed on Landris II. If the Selvan was mentioned anywhere in those records, he would find out about it.



To be this close after so long was almost too much for the Selvan to bear. He wanted to act now. Immediately to form the bridge and take the vengeance that his kind had been denied for millennia. He had the necessary elements in his possession. Lisa Beck’s body was his to use as he needed, and in its hand, the Selvan grasped the Glyph of Ranit-Del, recently acquired from the Amitoriate Museum of Antiquities on Vega Two.

The Ev’ianis of Da’saani, a world known as Landris II to Lisa Beck and the beings of her time, had valued the Glyph of Ranit-Del above all other icons in their society. Just before the death of each of their High Priests, the Glyph was be brought to dying man’s bedside, at which time he would transfer his very essence, his ju’netru, into the Glyph where it would join with the ju’netru of all those High Priests that had come before.

During their travels of the stars before their near-attainment of joining with the Great Ether, the Selvan had observed the Ranit-Del ceremony on a number of occasions. The mental powers of the Ev’ianis showed them to be a species with great potential, potential that was evidently not turned into reality, judging by the fact that others were now removing relics from their world. A tragedy, perhaps, but none of the Selvan’s concern currently.

For now he would return to where it all began, where his species, on the brink of joining with the Great Ether, had been assaulted and imprisoned by a self-righteous foe. There the enemy had sat, so smug in their superiority as they judged the Selvan to be unworthy of what they had struggled for so long to obtain. All would soon be avenged. The bridge would be formed.

And the Q would suffer.



A Few Millennia Ago…



The time was at hand. Reports from across the world had been flooding in for days now, not that anyone was very surprised. The Selvan had come as far as any species could go without actually joining with the Great Ether that surrounded their world. For a millennia or more, their physical forms had been little more than shells containing and in many ways constraining the burgeoning consciousness of the Selvan.

But the transfigurations had begun. Across the globe, one Selvan after another felt the call of the Ether and responded, matter becoming energy, the physical giving way to the ethereal. At long last, the final Selvan transfigured and joined his fellows…

…in a box.

Not a literal box, mind you, but a box all the same. Millions of consciousnesses trapped, unable to reach out into the universe and melt into the either.

The box lid opened allowing another being to peer in.

“Woah now. Where do you all think you’re going?” the being asked imperiously.

“We must join with the Ether,” a Selvan responded. “Our destiny awaits. You cannot impede us.”

“Oh yes, we can,” the being said. “I don’t remember seeing your invite to the omnipotence party. Do you have any idea what kind of responsibility this type of existence entails?”

“We don’t care. We will join with the Great Ether.”

“That attitude is exactly what we cannot allow to run rampant throughout the multiverse. We Q have standards.”

“Q?” a Selvan asked confused.

“Don’t tell me you haven’t heard of us! Q! The Q Continuum? Anything ringing a bladgkrit here?”

“We do not know you, nor do we care to. Release us to the Ether!”

The Q clucked his tongue…assuming there was a tongue to cluck somewhere. “How some species evolve to omnipotence is beyond me. Oh well. There’s nothing for it.”

“So you will release us.”

“My you’re a one-track species. No I’m not going to release you. That would be completely irresponsible. You folks can just stay right here. Enjoy your eternity.”

“Q!”

Silence.

“Q?”

As the cold realization of their imprisonment spread across the Selvan, millions of consciousnesses screamed.

“Q!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”



Back to Waystation…



“Mister Dillon. Yeoman Tina Jones is here to see you.”

Bradley Dillon leaned back in his desk chair as Gisele’s words faded from the air. He had, of course, expected that someone from the Waystation command staff would pay him a call concerning his acquisition of the station’s naming rights; however, he had expected that this visit would either come from Lieutenant Commander Porter, as the station’s current ranking officer, Lieutenant Russell, in an effort at intimidation, or possibly both. In retrospect, though, Jones was the logical choice for Porter to send. As the station’s liaison officer, it was her job to be diplomatic, not that diplomacy would help in this instance.

“Please send her in,” Bradley said, then closed the comm channel and rose from his chair in preparation to meet his visitor.

The doors to his office opened moments later, allowing Yeoman Tina Jones to enter, and she looked none too pleased.

“Good afternoon, Yeoman. To what do I owe this pleasure?” Bradley asked warmly. “Wait. Where are my manners? Can I get you something to drink?”

“Why did you do it?”

“Drink? It’s only a little wine. Nothing overindulgent. Are you sure I can’t offer you some?” Bradley asked as he tapped a switch on his desk causing the bookcase on the right wall to spin around revealing a well-stocked mini-bar.

“You know what I mean, Mister Dillon. Why did you buy the naming rights?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” Bradley asked. “I do live here.”

“You’re not the only one, though.”

“True, but I’m the only one with means. Would you rather that the Federation had sold the rights to someone who didn’t value this place? This is my home. I only want what’s best.”

“You could have just left it as Waystation, you know,” Jones said.

“Again true,” Bradley replied thoughtfully. “But I can’t say that I’d feel like I was getting my money’s worth. All in all, I have to say I’m pleased with what I selected. I think it represents a happy medium. Bradley Dillon’s Waystation. It just kind of rolls off the tongue.”

“Not mine.”

“I’m afraid so. Once this deal is finalized, all Waystation personnel will be required to refer to it as Bradley Dillon’s Waystation.”

“Then we have time to stop you.”

“The contract goes into effect at zero hundred hours tomorrow morning San Francisco time.”

Jones thought for a bit. Zero hundred hours in San Francisco…let’s see. Starfleet ships and outposts away from a planet are set to Starfleet Headquarters time, which is in San Francisco which meant.

“That’s zero hundred hours here, too!” Jones exclaimed.

“Uh huh,” Bradley replied smiling.

“Midnight! We need a few million credits by midnight!”

“One hundred twenty two million, to be exact, but yes. That’s the gist of it.”

“Okay. Fine,” Jones said, practically hyperventilating. “We’re still going to prevent this!”

Bradley chuckled. “I’m sure you will be buying the name back anytime now with your vast fortune.”

“Now you’re just being mean!”

“I prefer to think of it as being realistic, Yeoman. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have several other matters to attend to.”

Jones let out a huff, then stormed toward the door. “I’m getting that name back!” she shouted on her way out.

“Have fun,” Bradley called after her with a wave.



Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter attempted to rub the fatigue out of his brain as he headed down the corridor toward Science Lab Two to continue his work on the security logs. He honestly didn’t know how much more he could expect to learn from them, but if there was even a slight hope of finding a way to save Captain Beck in the recordings, Porter was determined to locate it.

Stepping into the lab, he found that the room was already occupied. Federation Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges stood at his primary analysis console intently watching something on the monitors. Porter had the sinking feeling he knew exactly what it was.

“Computer, stop playback,” he stated, causing Hodges to jump.

“Sorry. Did I scare you?” Porter asked coldly. “I’d hate to think that I did anything to upset you after you took the time to break into my lab.”

“The door was unlocked,” Hodges replied.

“Maybe, but somehow I don’t remember inviting you to drop by,” Porter shot back.

“I guess you were too busy covering this up,” Hodges said, pointing at the screen. “What the hell is going on? And I want an answer this time!”

“We’re handling it.”

“Come on, Craig. I know what I saw there.”

“What did you see?” he asked.

“I didn’t have audio, but I got the general idea, especially when Commander Morales filleted Phillip Harper. And you let him just waltz off the station!” Hodges said.

“Computer,” Porter said with a sigh. “Access file Selvan Three and begin playback.” This was becoming the worst-kept secret in galactic history.

The sensor logs from Captain Beck’s quarters started again, this time with sound. Porter let it play all the way, right through Beck’s possession by the Selvan and the subsequent attack on Commander Morales.

“Where is she?” Hodges asked softly as the recording ended.

“We don’t know,” Porter replied.

“What is that thing?”

“We don’t know that either. Commander Morales is trying to find her. If he can get her back here, we’re going to do everything we can to get that Selvan thing out of her, but right now we don’t know much of anything beyond that it has her. We don’t know why. We don’t know where.”

“And one guy is supposed to track her down?”

“Commander Morales felt this was best. If we called in all of Starfleet to look for her, Captain Beck’s life would effectively be over. Assuming the Selvan didn’t kill her, she’d probably spend the next several years on a lab table at Starfleet Medical. And forget her returning to command.”

“Do you think Morales can do it? Can he bring her back?” Hodges asked.

“I think he’ll do what he has to to get the job done. People forget that he was the main reason we saved this place from the Starshine Kids a couple of years ago.”

“I hope you’re right.”

The comm system suddenly barked to life. “All senior officers report to the Ops briefing room,” Yeoman Tina Jones’s voice said. “I repeat, all senior officers are to report to the Ops briefing room.”

Porter looked up at the speaker confused. “Can she order me around like that?”

“I think she just did,” Hodges said, cracking a slight smile.

“All right. Let’s go.”

“Let’s? As in we?”

“You’re the lone Federation Marine left on board, so you’re their senior officer. You heard the lady. Let’s go.”

“This had better be important,” Hodges groused as she followed Porter out of Science Lab Two.



“We’re getting our name back!” Yeoman Jones stated firmly, smacking her hand down on the briefing room table for emphasis.

“I’m here for this?” Hodges said, glaring at Porter, who just shrugged.

“I second that,” Dr. Nelson added.

“Do you want to live on Bradley Dillon’s Waystation?” Jones asked.

“Bradley Dillon’s Waystation?” Hodges exclaimed. “Wait! What’s this about?”

“Depends,” Lieutenant Russell said ignoring Hodges. “Do I get that nice wood paneling in my quarters?”

“I’m being serious here!” Jones said.

“So am I!” Hodges said. “What is going on?”

“Look, Tina,” Porter said as Jones’s cheeks started turning red with frustration. “I don’t think anyone in this room is really happy about the Bradley situation, but I seem to remember a meeting earlier today where we decided that we had bigger problems to deal with.”

“It seems to me that we’re sitting around waiting for Commander Morales to get back,” Jones retorted. “This is something we can fix ourselves.”

“And just how do you suggest we fix things?” Nelson demanded. “Did you suddenly come into some money?”

“We’ll get it.”

“How?”

“A telethon!”

“A what-a-hoogle?” Russell asked.

“A telethon. It’s a way to raise money. All we have to do is get AWN to broadcast it.”

“Woah. Just what are we broadcasting here? Us asking for money?” Porter said.

“That’s part of it, but we have to make it entertaining. Somebody does an act, then we ask for money.”

“Did someone say act?” Russell said, perking up.

“Oh no,” Porter muttered.

“Some Ferengi came up with this, didn’t he?” Nelson groused.

“Actually, I found it in records from Earth. They can be very effective.”

“Well I think it’s a great idea,” Russell said, already planning what to perform.

“Come on, Commander,” Jones said, pleading to Porter. “What have we got to lose?”

“Our dignity,” Nelson said. “Self-respect. Status. The ability to look others straight in the eye.”

“But what’s a little public humiliation if it gets us our name back?” Jones said. “I already contacted Earth. They said if we can match Bradley’s offer, they’ll give us the naming rights instead.”

“What was his offer?” Porter asked, afraid to hear the answer.

“One hundred twenty-two million credits.”

“One hundred twenty-two million!”

“We can still match it. We have to try.”

Porter put his head in his hands. As much as he hated to admit it, Jones had a point. They really weren’t doing much other than waiting, and the idea that Bradley Dillon’s name would be on Waystation rankled him to no end.

“Sir?” Jones said hopefully.

“All right,” he muttered.

“Excuse me?”

“All right! We’ll do it!”

“We will?” Nelson asked in shock.

“Great!” Jones said, clapping her hands. “Everyone get an act together and meet in the auditorium in two hours! Craig and I have to go talk to AWN!”

“Is she in command now?” Nelson asked.

“She’s doing a pretty good imitation of it,” Porter said. “Any other questions?”

“Just one,” Stephanie Hodges said. “Bradley Dillon bought Waystation’s name?”

“I’ll explain later,” Porter said. “Everyone is dismissed…if that’s okay with Tina.”

“Yes yes!” Jones said.

“Thank you. Dismissed.”



Time had not been kind. Where once the Selvan civilization existed in its physical form before the transfiguration, only barren wastes remained, the buildings, monuments, and statues long ago lost to the forces that had ravaged this world. Six hundred years before, a brutal cosmic storm had passed through the system, scouring the evidence of the Selvan race’s existence from the planet, but that did not matter to the Selvan as it landed the Runabout Roanoke on the surface.

Sensors indicated that the world had managed to hold onto its atmosphere, which pleased the Selvan. It would be good to breathe the air of its homeworld again, even if it was through the alien lungs of Lisa Beck. Gripping the Glyph of Ranit-Del in Beck’s hand, the Selvan opened the runabout hatch and stepped outside into the pale daylight, the sun obscured behind a thick blanket of sienna clouds.

This was where it had all began.

This was where it would all end.

This was where vengeance would be achieved.

The Selvan raised the Glyph into the air, reaching out with its essence to bend the power of the High Priests’ consciousnesses trapped within to its will as it spoke in low tones. “Ghemorra lokk ni soon. Khanit raal lenik kaa.”

The life energy of the High Priests joined with the Selvan’s own energy, augmenting its strength to powers it never thought possible. All was ready.

Reaching through Lisa Beck’s mind, the Selvan found the shadow, the remnant of Q that still remaining in this human woman after her contact with the Continuum. Yet this scrap would lead to their destruction.

The Selvan touched the remnant and initiated the bridge.



The not-Gurat watched Captain Lisa Beck with an empty detached expression as she stomped up and down the beach of the recreation of her family’s vacation home off the coast of North Carolina that she’d found herself in after the Selvan usurped her body. She had to do something. She had to find a way out. Her dreams in this realm had been filled with images, some familiar from her past and some that she did not recognize at all. Had she been able to see her body’s current activities? If that were true, did that mean she could force her way back into control?

Beck didn’t know. And the being watching her, which was a representation of whatever lived in this realm, was not being real forthcoming with anything resembling useful information. She was once again left feeling helpless, which was not a sensation she enjoyed. At least she had some nice scenery to go with her frustration.

Then she felt the tremble. It was soft at first, little more than a buzz beneath her feet. The buzz continued to grow to the point that she could see the sands on the beach jumping up and down.

“Um…are we vibrating?” Beck asked not-Gurat.

The being’s eyes, growing wide with excitement, were locked on Beck. “Something is happening!” not-Gurat exclaimed.

“I never would have guessed,” Beck muttered as the vibration grew into an all-out rumbling. She toppled to the ground, landing in the soft sand as not-Gurat stood seemingly unaffected by the quake going on around her.

Beck scrambled over to her, crawling quickly across the sand. “What is this? What’s happening? Can you tell…UNNNNH!”

The captain collapsed to the sand as a wave of pain unlike anything she had ever experienced assaulted her from head-to-toe all at once. She was on fire, burning in agony from flames she could not see. Curling up into a ball, Beck did the only thing she could.

Scream.



The Selvan could feel the barriers of reality moving aside as the bridge was formed. The Q Continuum was slowly becoming accessible to him, fading into existence around the Selvan’s consciousness as though a curtain was being pulled away.

Close now. Very very close.

The Selvan could sense the Q almost as though he were a part of the Continuum. Their power was extraordinary, unlike anything else in the cosmos.

And he would be the one to bring that power to an end.

Just a little closer…

But the last gap just would not close. The final curtain would not move aside. The Selvan could not breach the last barrier into the Continuum.

The Selvan had failed. The bridge would not span the distance.

With the fury of millennia of imprisonment welling inside the Selvan, demanding to be released against the enemy, the Selvan found itself with no choice but to end the bridge.

The Selvan slumped to the dusty ground, its physical form drained from the effort and the bitterness of his defeat filling his consciousness.

The Q could not be reached from here. The distance was too far; the barriers too strong. The Selvan homeworld would not be the site of his revenge.

An idea flickered in the Selvan’s mind. Its contact with the Q had not been a complete loss. He now knew the Continuum. He had almost been among them. He had touched their essence and their history.

There was still hope for vengeance, but it would not come from here. The Selvan picked himself up from the dirt and stumbled back to the Runabout Roanoke. There were preparations to attend to and a journey to begin…after it got some rest.



As suddenly as it had come, the pain ravaging Lisa Beck vanished, leaving her drained and gasping on the illusory sands of the beach.

“What…was that?” she said weakly, trying to regain the ability to move.

“The Selvan,” not-Gurat replied, eyes downcast. “We have failed.”

“You failed?” Beck said, pushing herself to her knees, her anger growing. “What did you do?”

“The Selvan was to avenge us. The bridge did not reach. We have failed.” The not-Gurat cocked her head suddenly. A smile slowly spread across her face. “Ahh. We have not failed. We will be avenged. The location must be changed.”

“Wait. Avenged? What are you being avenged for? What the hell are you talking about? Are you controlling the Selvan?” Beck demanded.

The not-Gurat laughed. “We do not control the Selvan. We were of the Selvan. Now the Selvan is the Selvan, and we made it so.”

“And it made no sense.”

“It does not need to make sense to you,” not-Gurat replied, her voice growing threatening. “Your physical form is the bridge. It is all that is required. We have no use for this part of you. You are here at our indulgence. Push us, and you will be discarded.”

“You’ll kill me?”

“It would be a pity. We like the beach.”

“Glad to hear it,” Beck muttered.



“I still can’t believe you talked Tanika into this,” AWN News Correspondent Joan Redding growled as she stood next to Lieutenant Commander Porter backstage at what was about to be the site of the “Save Waystation Telethon.”

“She was very accommodating,” Porter replied distractedly, lacing up his gauntlets. Joan Redding was nowhere on the list of people he wanted to talk to right now. On the bright side, as long as she was aggravated about the telethon, she wouldn’t be focusing on where her station owner was. “Evidently Ms. Tanika has standing orders from Mister Harper to help Waystation out in any way possible.”

“She always was a suck-up,” Redding snapped. “She’s just waiting for the day that Mister Harper lets her run AWN. Great Bird help us all.”

“I’ll certainly take the Great Bird’s help right now, but for other reasons.”

“Saving you from public humiliation perhaps? Sorry. You’re way too late for that one.”

“I’m so glad you came over to talk to me.”

“Anytime,” Redding said, patting Porter on the arm before walking away. Porter didn’t have much time alone before Yeoman Tina Jones raced over.

“They’re ready! We’re starting! It’s time!” Jones said, her voice coming out at a staccato clip.

“You okay?” Porter asked.

“Fine. Just fine. Really fine. Why did I want to do this again?”

“You want to pull out? Sean said he’d love to handle the emcee job.”

“No. I came up with this, and I’m going to see it through,” Jones said, taking a big breath as the AWN director signaled her from the other side of the stage. He began counting down with his fingers. Five…

“Oh god.”

Four…

“Can’t breathe.”

Three…

“Gonna die.”

Two…

“Mommy.”

One…

Jones bounded out onto the stage, a huge smile plastered across her face. “Greetings, one and all!” she exclaimed, full of energy. “Thank you for joining us for the first, and hopefully last, Save Waystation Telethon! For four years now, Waystation has been a shining beacon on the way to the Beta Quadrant, but now forces are threatening to take away her identity. Without your support, the only Federation outpost in this sector will soon be known as Bradley Dillon’s Waystation. As much as we respect Mister Dillon, we cannot allow this to happen to our home, which is why we’re coming to you, the AWN viewers. We need to raise 122 million credits in the next eight hours. Please. Help us save our name. You’re our only hope.”

Jones paused for a moment to let that sink in, then…

“All right! Let’s this shindig a movin’! And to start things off with a bang…or a bunch of crashes and smashes really…we’re proud to bring you Waystation’s very own Society for Creative Anachronisms recreating for you the Battle of…” She looked to Porter. “What battle is it?”

Off stage, Porter shrugged. “Random people beating each other up with swords.”

“Ahh…” Jones smiled weakly. “Here it is folks. The Battle of Waystation. Take it away, guys!” Jones dashed off stage just as hordes of armor-clad wanna-be-knights raced in from both directions, howling battle cries as they charged.



“I had no idea she could move like that,” Commander Walter Morales muttered to himself as he watched the AWN feed of the Save Waystation Telethon on one of the monitors in the S.S. Penzance. Currently, Stephanie Hodges was making her way through a tap dance routine that was just getting faster and faster. It was an impressive display, and far less unsettling than Dr. Nelson’s act that had just been on, an appendectomy performed to “The Flight of the Bumblebee.”

Morales had to hand it to the crew. They were certainly giving their all to stop Bradley Dillon from getting the naming rights, something he was sure the billionaire wouldn’t have tried if Captain Beck had been there. He was actually a bit surprised that Bradley was bothering with this at all. When Morales had met with him to ask about borrowing a ship, Bradley had seemed too obsessed with his feud with John Simms, Jr. to worry about things as petty as buying a name. Evidently he was wrong.

The goings on at Waystation were of secondary concern now, though, as Morales steered the Penzance around the Landris system. So far, he hadn’t found a sign of the Runabout Roanoke, but his search of the Federation’s various archaeological and anthropological databases had turned up something that could be a reference to the Selvan.

One segment of the Landrisians (or whatever they had called themselves) at one point in their past had a theocratic culture centered around a High Priest or Priest-King that resided inside a massive temple at the center of a sprawling metropolis. Paintings found inside the remains of this temple showed what seemed to be visitors from the sky. Writings inside the temple did not seem to indicate that these beings were gods. Instead, they were given the status of visiting royalty. The anthropologists had no idea how the language of these people sounded, so it was impossible to say if the visitors were called Selvan, but there was a painting clearly showing the beings in the presence of a group of Landrisians holding what appeared to be the Glyph of Ranit-Del over the body of a High Priest.

Maybe it was the Selvan. They might not have been non-corporeal forever. If they at one point had physical forms, they might have visited Landris II. Morales wasn’t sure, but it was obvious that the Selvan wanted the Glyph of Ranit-Del for a reason. What that reason was…

Morales’s train of thought was interrupted by a beeping coming from the sensor console. Long range sensors had just picked up the Roanoke’s transponder in a nearby system.

“Gotcha!” Morales exclaimed, firing up the Penzance’s engines and steering toward the source of the signal. Maybe his hunch had been right after all.

With a quick warp hop, he was on the Roanoke in an instant. The runabout’s pilot, who evidently hadn’t been expecting company, suddenly veered off, powering up the craft’s weapon systems as he went.

“So much for the talking approach,” Morales said, bringing online the shields and weapons that had been installed in the Penzance before his departure from Waystation. Knowing it was probably futile, he activated the comm anyway.

“Runabout Roanoke, this is Commander Walter Morales of the Federation Outpost Waystation. Captain Beck, if you can hear me, please stand down. I’m here to help you.”

“You’re not supposed to be here at all,” Beck’s voice replied sharply. The inflections were all wrong, though. It wasn’t her, Morales told himself. It definitely wasn’t her.

“Sorry to drop in unannounced.”

“You were supposed to drop dead,” the Selvan spat through Beck as the runabout made a quick turn, trying to get a bead on the Penzance while Morales kept his ship out of the runabout’s firing arcs as well as he could.

“I just want Captain Beck returned unharmed.”

“Why? So you can go back to being miserable around her? So you can pine away for a woman that you will never have?”

“This isn’t about me. You’ve taken over a person’s life,” Morales said. “Please release her.”

“I haven’t finished what I started.”

“There doesn’t have to be any more violence.”

Beck’s voice laughed cruelly. “No more violence? Violence is all I have left!”

The runabout suddenly jolted to a halt. In the second it took Morales to react, the Penzance zipped past the runabout, then rocked roughly as a barrage of phaser fire slammed into the aft section. Power throughout the ship flickered, interrupting the AWN feed of the telethon, which currently was running a Breen lingerie show. Too bad Morales was too busy to enjoy it.

Instead, Morales pushed the Penzance to full impulse, racing behind a small moon orbiting a nearby planet. He whipped the Penzance around the small moon, ready to send a phaser barrage of his own at the Roanoke…

…But there was nothing to be found.

The Roanoke was gone.



Lieutenant Sean Russell lay on the stage, his arm outstretched, reaching toward some unseen companion.

“O, I die, Horatio;

The potent poison quite o’er-crows my spirit

I cannot live to hear the news from England;

But I do prophesy the election lights

On Fortinbras. He has my dying voice;

So tell him, with the occurrents, more and less,

Which have solicited. The rest…is silence.”

Russell collapsed to the stage fully, rolling over and letting his tongue loll out of his mouth.

“Thank you, Lieutenant Russell!” Yeoman Jones said clapping as she ran back out onto the stage. Russell picked himself up, gave the holovision cameras a deep bow, then jogged off stage. “That was Lieutenant Sean Russell, ladies and gentlemen, with his selections from William Shakespeare’s ‘Hamlet.’ And it’s that kind of dramatic spirit that’s going to be squashed in the residents of Waystation if we lose our name.”

In the wings, Lieutenant Commander Porter, back in uniform and out of his armor, watched Jones’s pleadings silently.

“Why do people always have to do Shakespeare?” Joan Redding asked, suddenly standing at Porter’s side again. “The galaxy has other playwrights. Hell, Earth has other playwrights. Would it kill you people to try a little Sophocles? Maybe a bit of Ibsen? Soyinka? Manicalli? Anything?”

“Blame the Academy,” Porter replied.

“What did they have to do with it?”

“We’re taught that Shakespeare is pretty much the short-hand for humanity. He explains it all. Love, death, betrayal, joy, sorrow, madness. It’s all there. Need to explain something to an alien? Whip out the Shakespeare. Need to sound intelligent and pensive for a moment? Old Bill is there for you.”

“I’m not sure that I’m happier to know the explanation for that or not.”

Porter shrugged. “I’m just stating the facts, Ms. Reporter.”

Back on stage, Jones was finishing her segue to the next act. “We’ve got a lot more great entertainment to come, and we still need your support. Let’s check that tally!” Jones looked over at the running donations display mounted at the rear of the stage. “Six million nine hundred fifty-two thousand seven hundred eight- five credits. Thank you all! We’ve only got one hundred fifteen million forty-seven thousand two hundred fifteen credits to go. Get those comms coming. In the meantime, for your viewing pleasure, we’re proud to bring you Fuoatti Siuaat, Master of Technicolor Regurgitation!”

Porter and Redding stood in silent horror as the aforementioned Siuaat rolled a cart of various liquids out onto the stage. “Are we really going to watch this?” Redding asked.

“I don’t see you looking away,” Porter replied.

“I can’t. I’m disgusted, frightened, and insanely curious all at the same time.”

“That makes two of us.”

Redding glanced over at the chronometer sitting above the lighting board to their right. 2345 hours.

“You’re not going to make it, are you?” she asked softly.

Porter checked the chronometer, then shook his head solemnly. “Not unless we get 115 million credits in the next fifteen minutes.”

“Something could happen. You never know.”

“And you actually care?”

“Bradley Dillon’s got enough already,” Redding replied.

“Something else we agree on. Amazing.” Porter looked away from Siuaat long enough to check the tally board. The amount was increasing, but by very little. “I guess Mister Siuaat isn’t going over well.”

“Yeah. He’s kind of leaving a bad taste in my mouth, too,” Redding said.

Porter chuckled. “That was truly awful. I liked it.”

“Thanks. Oh no. Did he just say that was a glass of grease drippings?”

“Courtesy of Ih’mad,” Porter said grimacing. “He can’t drink… He wouldn’t.”

GULP.

And for Siuaat’s grand finale…

BLLLUUUUUUUUUURRRRRGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGCCCCHHHHHHH!

Porter and Redding slapped their hands over their eyes and mouths.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH! EWWWWWWWWWWWWWWW!!!! NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”



Being threatened was just a part of the job when you were a Starfleet Officer. Captain Beck was fairly sure it was in the job description somewhere. That didn’t mean that she had to like it, especially when she wasn’t sure that the threat would even be carried out.

She sat in the sand, ostensibly watching the waves crashing against the shoreline, but really eying not-Gurat. The being who had taken the form of the Wok-A-Chodok fry cook had been practically immobile since her “conversation” with Beck. Was she in contact with the Selvan? Was she part of the Selvan?

Beck wasn’t sure of much of anything. Most of what not-Gurat had said up until now had been confusing, contradictory, and possibly insane. The not-Gurat did seem insistent that the Selvan was working to avenge some wrong that the not-Gurat felt was done to it. And that avenging involved some kind of bridge.

“I’m the bridge?” Beck asked herself softly. “Bridge to what?” And if the Selvan tried again to do whatever it was doing, was she going to be hit by that wave of pain again? Would she survive it this time?

Beck got to her feet and stormed over to not-Gurat. “What am I the bridge to? Tell me!”

“The bridge to vengeance.”

“I’d better be the bridge to a damn straight answer. What is the Selvan using me for? What are you avenging?”

“You are the bridge. You do not need to know more than that.”

“The hell I don’t! That’s my body you’re bridging with. What are you doing with it?”

“Continue this, and you will be discarded.”

“I don’t think I will,” Beck said. “You have to have me alive for some reason, or I’d already be dead. Just like your pal killed Phillip!”

“You are the bridge.”

Beck screamed and lunged at not-Gurat, unable to control her rage anymore. She tackled the being and let loose with everything she had, punching and punching until not-Gurat’s face was a mass of bloody pulp.

At least it should have been a mass of bloody pulp. The not-Gurat seemed completely unconcerned with and unaffected by Beck’s actions. Beck stopped, fist in mid-air, as she stared down at the being’s unblemished face.

“You are the bridge,” not-Gurat repeated.

“F*** you,” Beck spat, getting up and returning to the beach front. She glared out at the illusory ocean, arms folded, breaths coming in short huffs.

“You are indeed the bridge,” a new voice said from behind her.

Beck spun around to face the source of the voice. A woman with almost elfin features stood before her, her hands clasped in front of her as her silver eyes reflected the sunlight. She took a few steps forward, her gray robes swishing silently.

“But if the bridge reaches its destination, it may be the end of us all.”

The captain finally found her voice again.

“LEXIMAS!”



TO BE CONTINUED…






A Bridge Way Too Far



Rookie mistake. Commander Walter Morales couldn’t help but curse himself as he pursued the Selvan’s fleeing runabout after losing several valuable moments locating the path that the Roanoke had taken. How could he have let himself fall for that? One moment he was dodging behind a moon. The next the Selvan was gone, having sent his craft leaping into warp the second Morales was out of his way.

Rule Number One of Combat: remember your goal in the battle.

Okay, so maybe it wasn’t rule number one. Rule number one was probably something like “Don’t get killed,” and really Morales’ goal hadn’t been the problem. He was there to get Captain Beck’s Selvan-possessed body back. What he hadn’t taken into account was that the Selvan had no interest in fighting Morales. It just wanted to get to its next destination…wherever that was.

Of course, it didn’t really matter to Morales how far the Selvan intended to go. Morales would follow, and he would get Lisa Beck back. There was no way he would allow himself to fail.



“I think we failed,” Joan Redding said taking another look at the chronometer backstage at the Save Waystation Telethon. With less than five minutes left, they were still close to 115 million credits away from the amount needed to stop Bradley Dillon from buying the station’s naming rights.

“So we’re a we now?” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter asked.

“I live on this station too, you know,” Redding shot back defensively.

“Funny. I didn’t see you doing much to help.”

“I’m a reporter. It’s my job to not get involved.”

“Too bad. You should try it sometime. The universe a bit different when things actually mean something to you,” Porter replied, his eyes locked on the events occurring on stage.

Yeoman Tina Jones, still moving with almost frantic energy, had just bounded back out in front of the holovision cameras to introduce what would be the last act of the telethon.

“We’re coming down to the wire here, folks!” Jones said. “I know we can do this. I just know it! If you’ve held off on donating until now, don’t wait any longer. There’s still time to save us from living on Bradley Dillon’s Waystation. And to drive that point home…or really sear it into your mind, here’s Ih’mad, the proprietor of our very own Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet Andorian Restaurant, with an incredible display of cooking on the fly!”

“She doesn’t give up, does she?” Redding said as she and Porter watched from the wings.

“That’s the whole being involved thing I was telling you about.”

“Pull!” Ih’mad shouted. One of his Andorian waiters launched a hunk of meat into the air. Ih’mad fired the heavy device resting on his shoulder, sending a stream of fire at the arcing steak. It hit the ground as a charcoaled cinder.

“Oh yeah. That should bring in the credits,” Redding muttered.

The stage/makeshift studio was suddenly filled with the sound of cackling; loud, borderline-hysterical cackling, as Lieutenant Sean Russell leapt up onto the stage from the nearby bank of “operators” drafted to take incoming donation comms.

“We did it!” Russell cried, waving a padd in the air madly.

Jones barreled back onto the stage, knocking over Ih’mad in mid-shot and sending a stream of off-course flames into his hapless assistant.

“ARRRRRGGGGHHHH!”

“Ooooooh! Sorry!” Jones said. “Can somebody get him a doctor?” She quickly turned her attention back to Russell, snatching the padd out of his hands as Porter and Redding jogged over.

“One hundred sixteen million credits,” Jones said, reading the padd.

“Who in their right mind…” Redding began, drawing glares from Russell, Porter, and especially Jones. “I just wanted to know who made the donation,” she added.

“It’s anonymous,” Jones said. “But the credits have already been transferred, so it’s no trick.”

“I guess we can tell Bradley he can cancel the order for new signs,” Porter said.

“Sir, can I tell him?” Jones said eagerly. “Please please!”

“I’m okay with that,” Porter replied. “You are the one who beat him, after all.”

“I guess I am, aren’t I?” Jones said. “But first…” She stepped to the front of the stage. “Thank you ladies and gentlemen! You’ve been great! We don’t know how to thank you! Hope you enjoyed the show!”

“I die, Horatio!” Russell gasped, stumbling up beside her.

“Oh get off it, Sean,” Jones snapped. “Goodnight!”

While Jones ended the telethon, Porter headed off stage, shaking his head and chuckling. “Unbelievable,” he muttered.

“Tell me about it,” Redding replied. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m happy about it, but…wow. I wonder who made the donation.”

“You’re going to find out, aren’t you?”

“Damn right,” Redding said confidently. “So where are you headed?”

“Food court. I’m surprisingly hungry for the middle of the night.”

“Good plan,” she said, leading the way to the exit. “You coming?”

“It was my idea,” Porter said confused. And when did it include you, he added to himself as the pair left for the nearest turbolift.



“I don’t really want to ask this, but I have to,” Captain Lisa Beck said as she and what appeared to be Leximas sat in the living room of her parents’ beach house. “Are you really you?”

“If I said yes, would you have reason to fully believe me? For that matter, are you really you?” the former Waystation guru replied. Like Beck, Leximas was without a physical form, but hers had been blown up during an attack on Waystation a few years earlier. Physical death had done little to stop Leximas, though. Instead, she’d gone on to another level of existence.

“It’s you,” Beck said with a grin. “You have no idea how glad I am to see you. What the hell is going on?”

“A great many events in the history of the universe have come to pass in the name of either love or vengeance.”

“And this…whatever it is, is about vengeance. I figured that part out. But who’s this Selvan doing the vengeance bit? Who is it after? And what does any of it have to do with me?”

“You, unfortunately, are the bridge.”

“Let’s go about 100 percent less cryptic here, Lexi,” Beck said. “I’ve had about all the double-talk I can stand.”

“Of course,” Leximas said with a slight bow of her head. “The Selvan have not existed in physical form for over a millennium, since the time of their transcendence to a higher level of existence. At the time of their transcendence, though, they found that they were not exactly…welcome, into the community of higher beings. The Q Continuum decided that the Selvan were not ready for omnipotence and imprisoned the entire race in a dimensional rift. That rift is where the Selvan have been ever since, until recently that is.”

“Lucky me. What changed?”

“Nothing as such. Centuries of imprisonment united the Selvan in one goal: revenge. But to attain it, they first had to escape the confines of the rift. Divided, they could not succeed, so they found the strongest of their number and focused their energies to send him out of the rift to seek vengeance against the Q. But to hurt the Q, the Selvan must first reach the Continuum, which is why you are the bridge.”

“Yeah, but why me? What makes me this bridge? I…” Beck trailed off as the realization struck her. “Karyna,” she said softly.

“That is correct,” Leximas replied with a sage nod. “When she passed the powers of the Q to you, you became linked with the Continuum. You may no longer have the powers, but the link still exists. And while the link is very faint, it is still enough for the Selvan to use to breach the Continuum.”

“Okay then. You go warn the Continuum, and we’ll get this settled!” Beck said.

“I have tried,” the silver-eyed alien said. “But they…won’t take my calls.”

“Morons.”

“The Q have a rather high view of themselves. In most circumstances, the Directors, Critics, and Ushers prefer to ignore them unless they do something that warrants attention. For their part, the Q do not react well to being called, summoned, or warned. They are supremely confident in their own omnipotence.”

“So is the Selvan really even a problem?” Beck asked. “He gets into the Continuum, and they swat him. End of story. I mean, what are his chances?”

“If the Selvan breaches the Continuum, quite good. They are vulnerable there. And if the Selvan succeeds, he may also bring about the end of everything. The Q, while…difficult, are now an integral part of the underlying structure of the universe. Remove them, and the rest collapses in an instant.”

“Maybe the Selvan won’t even get there. He tried the bridge once and didn’t make it.”

“The Selvan needed a location with more of a link to the Q, a location he has almost reached. Another attempt will be made soon. At that time, you and I will attempt to subvert the Selvan’s efforts and warn the Continuum.”

“If this bridge thing hurts as much as it did the last time, they’ll hear me screaming from here,” Beck said.

Leximas smiled slightly. “I have missed working with you, Captain.”

“We miss having you around, even Bradley Dillon.”

“Indeed,” Leximas said, her smile fading as she rose from the sofa. “We must prepare.”

“I’m all for that,” Beck said, following Leximas out of the illusory house to the beach.



Another barren world. Just what was the Selvan looking for?

Commander Morales steered the Penzance into orbit above Karakkis Four and started scanning for the Runabout Roanoke’s landing site. The Karakkis system wasn’t exactly a hotbed of activity. Eleven planets, none inhabited. Karakkis Four was the only Class M world, and even it was borderline. Nobody came here. Nobody wanted to come here…until now.

The Penzance’s sensors quickly picked up the runabout and the one human life sign walking along the planet’s surface toward a slight rise in the topography. Morales could end this right here. Snatch the Selvan off the surface with the transporter, then race back to Waystation.

But what if the Selvan killed Captain Beck in return? Could Morales be sure that it would even leave her alive long enough for him to complete the transport sequence?

On top of that, his own curiosity was getting the best of him. Why was the Selvan here? What had it killed a man, robbed a museum, and traveled across several star systems to accomplish?

There was only one way to find out.



The Lisa Beck body required more rest, but the Selvan did not much care at the moment. The goal was so very close. Once it was attained, there would be time for rest…assuming the human’s body survived, of course.

If it didn’t, it mattered little. The Selvan would shed the body like a soiled garment and return to its true form. But he was getting ahead of himself. Why jump ahead when there was still vengeance to savor?

Clutching the Glyph of Ranit-Del in Beck’s hand, the Selvan climbed up the gently sloping hillside to the plateau at the top.

The Selvan found that it was already occupied.



Commander Morales felt his throat catch as Captain Beck stepped up onto the plateau. “It’s not her,” he tried to tell himself. “It’s her body, but she’s not there.” Still, he felt himself wilting under the glare of his commanding officer’s angry eyes. He wasn’t prepared for this. Talking to the Selvan over the comm was one thing, but this…with her standing right in front of him. In Morales’ mind, somehow facing the Selvan meant dealing with some anonymous force, not Lisa.

“Do not interfere,” the Selvan warned. “These matters do not concern you.”

“If they concern Captain Beck, they concern me,” Morales replied, taking a step forward.

“I doubt she would agree.”

“Let’s ask her.”

“Lisa Beck is indisposed at the moment,” the Selvan said with a cruel smile. “And if you attempt to do anything, such as raise that weapon you have hidden in your right hand, she will be disposed of permanently.”

Morales opened his hand, revealing the small palm phaser he’d been carrying. So much for the element of surprise.

“I could still fire this and stun you before you could do much of anything,” Morales said.

“I only need an instant to kill this body. And your weapon will not touch me at all. Now, you will stay out of this.”

“What is this? What’s so important?”

“Revenge,” the Selvan said. “What else is there?”

“Against who? For what?”

“The Q will pay for their crimes against the Selvan people. They will pay with their existence.”

“And the other Selvan agree with this?”

“I AM THE SELVAN!” the creature controlling Beck bellowed furiously. “The others merged what they were into me, giving me their strength to carry out my task, then they melded into the ether, joining with our prison. I am all that remains because of the Q!”

“Okay,” Morales said, holding his hands up. “You’re angry. The Q hurt you, but why harm her? Why do you need Lisa?”

“That is none of your concern.”

“Like I said, if it concerns her, it concerns me. But here’s what I think. If I stun your body, you can’t do whatever this revenge is. You could kill her, but then you still won’t accomplish your big revenge.”

“What are the Q to you?” the Selvan asked. “Is it worth killing the woman you love just to stop me?”

“If I let you go ahead with this, how do I know you’ll release her?”

“I will have no further use for this form,” the Selvan said approaching Morales. “I can give her back to you just as she was. Or I can make her better.”

“Better?” Morales squeaked as Beck’s body was almost pressed up against his.

“You’re nothing to her now. Yes, you work together, but she only sees you in a professional capacity. I can change that. I can rebuild her mind to your specifications.”

“I just want Lisa,” Morales said, his voice quivering.

“She’ll still be your Lisa Beck, but with one difference. She will be madly and deeply in love with you. Isn’t that what you’ve always wanted?”

“Yes,” Morales whispered.

“Then I can proceed without further interruptions?”

Morales looked into the eyes of the woman in front of him, the woman who would soon be his. How could he say yes to this? He would get her back, but it really wouldn’t be her. Lisa Beck didn’t love him. This person would.

How could he say no?

Morales nodded his head, unable to actually voice the word.

The Selvan smiled Beck’s smile. “Excellent.”



She’d been tempted to comm him right away and hopefully wake him up in the middle of the night, but Yeoman Jones decided to wait until the next morning when Bradley Dillon would be waking up smug in his belief that he was now living on Bradley Dillon’s Waystation.

“Getting an early start?” Bradley asked spotting Yeoman Jones waiting for him as soon as he exited the turbolift into the wood paneled corridors of the Dillon Enterprises complex.

“I wanted to talk to you before you got too busy,” Jones said, standing up from her seat on the edge of the fountain dominating the corridor junction.

“I’m sure Gisele could have found time in my schedule for you to make a proper appointment. There was no need to trouble yourself like this.”

“It was no trouble at all.”

“So I take it there was something specific that you wished to discuss.”

And now for the moment she’d been waiting for all night. “You lost, Mister Dillon. We got enough credits to save our name.”

“I know,” Bradley replied, completely nonplused. Actually, he almost seemed to be smiling.

“You know?” Jones asked.

“Of course. You didn’t think I’d miss your telethon, did you? Creative idea, by the way. I enjoyed every minute of it.”

“Wait. The anonymous donation. Did you…” Could Bradley have made the donation himself? It was possible, but why would he…

Bradley ended Jones’s train of thought with a laugh as he shook his head. “Oh no. I believe that you’ll find those credits came from the coffers of one John Edward Simms, Junior. And so, he’s the one who lost. Not me.”

“Wha… How? What does that mean?”

“Mister Simms made the mistake of thinking he could just waltz onto Waystation and threaten me and my business. His so-called docking arm was nothing less than an all-out assault against my home, and I could not allow it to occur. So, I bought the station’s naming rights.”

“You lost me.”

“Ego, Yeoman. Ego is a powerful thing. Simms could have very easily ignored my purchase and gone ahead with his plans, but his ego would not allow it. Can you see him producing ads announcing Simms Ship Lines’ new service to Bradley Dillon’s Waystation? He’d die first. So once Simms found out about the naming rights problem, thanks to you and your telethon, he determined that I had to be stopped at any cost. The cost just happened to be 116 million credits.”

“You used us!” Jones cried.

“I prefer to think of it as utilizing my resources. I knew that you and the other officers would try to find a way to keep the Waystation name, and most likely your efforts would result in Simms getting wind of what was happening. I didn’t expect your solution to be quite so industrious. You impressed me, Yeoman Jones. Starfleet is wasting your potential.”

“What about Simms?” Jones asked darkly, controlling herself before she showed Bradley her potential in the area of kicking his pompous ass.

“The rest of this was up to him,” Bradley continued. “He did what I expected him to, which was to drain his liquid assets to stop me. Now, he doesn’t have the resources to build his docking arm, and he may find himself facing some rather unpleasant business choices in the near future.”

“All of this was to break John Simms, Junior. Everything we did, all of our work, just helped you destroy him.”

“He’s not destroyed, but I believe by the end of the day he’ll be feeling a bit more humble.”

“But what if he didn’t go for it? What if he let you have the rights?”

“Then I’d have the rights, and my name would be forever coupled with Waystation. It would be great advertising for Dillon Enterprises and do wonders for strengthening our brand name and increasing our profits.”

“So either way, you win.”

“That’s the only kind of game to play, Yeoman,” Bradley said with a smug grin. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have several meetings to prepare for. Have a pleasant day.”

Bradley strolled casually off down the corridor to his office suite, leaving Jones fuming in his wake.



The door chime sounded, drawing Lieutenant Commander Porter out of the padds of paperwork he’d been slowly sifting through. Commanding a place as large and complex as Waystation brought more than its share of bureaucratic crap to deal with. Supply orders. Personnel changes. Maintenance reports. The list went on and on and on.

Porter was grateful to look up and see Doctor Amedon Nelson waiting outside Captain Beck’s office.

“Come in,” Porter called.

“Taking up residence?” Nelson asked, strolling into what was normally Beck’s office.

“Hopefully not,” Porter replied, signing off on the latest status report from Lighting Control (Well, who do you think deals with all of the lights in a space station? Engineering?). “This is just way too much fun for me. Any casualties from the celebrations last night?”

“No. Everyone was fairly orderly…or asleep. And it’s not like saving our name was the same as winning the Dominion War or something.”

“Don’t say that in front of Yeoman Jones.”

“Definitely not. Anyway, that’s not why I’m here. We need to have another chat about the guest in my morgue. You heard anything from Commander Morales?”

“He sent us a brief comm saying he was in pursuit of the Roanoke. That was several hours ago, though. He may still be chasing her.”

“I just don’t know how much longer we can sit on this, Craig. I saw Joan Redding sniffing around you last night. We can only dodge her for so long.”

“Actually, she didn’t mention Phillip Harper at all,” Porter said. “But you’re right. Somebody’s going to start looking for him before too long.”

“But you’re not going to do anything in the meantime,” Nelson said.

“Nope. Not until I hear something else from Morales. So continue to sit on it, Doctor.”

“You just enjoyed saying that, didn’t you?”

“Maybe a little.”



He’d said yes. What the hell was he thinking? Morales had to stop this. Right now. Just pull his phaser and zap Beck’s body. The Selvan was bluffing. It had to be bluffing. There was no way it could overcome the effects of a heavy stun blast.

So why wasn’t he moving?

Morales told himself it was because he couldn’t risk Beck’s life on the chance that the Selvan wasn’t telling the truth, but the reality was much less palatable. He was willing to let the Selvan do whatever it wanted just as long as he got Beck for himself. If it turned out there really was a hell, he’d probably just booked a direct flight.

“Have you had a chance to take a look around?” the Selvan asked, breaking into Morales’ thoughts.

“Is there something to see?” Morales replied, standing off to the side of the plateau as the Selvan stood at the center holding the Glyph of Ranit-Del.

“Not so much anymore, but then time isn’t kind to many worlds. Take this for example,” the Selvan said, holding up the Glyph. “Before our transcendence, my people traveled to Da’saani many times and watched as this object was used to save the essences of the world’s High Priests. But now, no one even knows the name Da’saani. I spent hours in your computer records compiling enough information to piece together where Da’saani and my former homeworld were located. Of course, sometimes better sources of information present themselves.”

“If you have a point, could you get to it?”

“Impatient to have your female back?” the Selvan asked. “Of course you are. I’ve touched your mind. I know the loneliness that resides there.”

“Drop it,” Morales said through gritted teeth.

“Certainly. We have more interesting things to discuss than your miserable existence. For example, do you know where you’re standing?”

“Not a clue.”

“How about a Q?”

“Huh?”

The Selvan smiled. “My last attempt to create a bridge to the Continuum may have failed, but I was able to just brush the realm of the Q. The touch was enlightening. In fact, I found out their dirty little secret. As much as they’d like the denizens of the galaxy to believe otherwise, the Q have not always been as they are now. They too were once flesh and bone. They too lived on a planet. This one.”

Morales looked out from the plateau across the barren landscape and tried to imagine a thriving culture of Q living there. Of course, imagining the Q as anything less than omnipotent was a bit of a stretch for him. Thinking of the Q as doing the mundane little things like going to work, eating a meal, or even going to bed seemed beyond odd.

“It’s kind of poetic when you think about it,” the Selvan continued. “The source of the Q will bring about their end. I’m just sorry you won’t get more of a show for you to watch when it happens. I’m actually enjoying having an audience for our final vengeance. Are you ready?”

“Uh huh,” Morales replied unconvincingly. Just a few minutes, and this would all be over…he hoped. How long did it take to create a bridge and destroy the Q?

The Selvan moved to the center of the plateau, raised the Glyph of Ranit-Del into the air, and began to chant.

“Ghemorra lokk ni soon. Khanit raal lenik kaa.”



The not-Gurat was looking none-too-pleased at the fact that Captain Beck’s “visitor” was still present as Beck and Leximas made their preparations on the beach. For her part, Beck was seated cross-legged in the sand while Leximas walked around her, speaking in hushed tones. The human’s eyes were closed in concentration, concentration that was strengthening her mental resolve.

The Selvan would not approve of this. The human was to be the bridge. If she were to resist, all could be lost.

“You will not lose yourself,” Leximas said. “Focus on your center. Be the bridge and also separate from the bridge. Focus.”

“I did a lot of focusing the last time…on the pain,” Beck replied.

“The pain will return. Possibly worse than before. Know this. Accept this. Overcome this.”

“Easy for you to say. You don’t have to feel it.”

“But I will. You will not be in this alone, but we will only succeed if you maintain focus.”

“No pressure,” Beck said with a slight smirk.

“No more than usual,” Leximas replied. “You have overcome greater obstacles than this. Karyna. The Critics.”

“True, but neither of them were trying to destroy the universe.”

“All the more reason to focus.”

“It’s certainly motivating.”

Beck tried once again to follow Leximas’ advice and focus her resources inwardly. She’d never been much for the whole meditation, visualizing inner power thing, but if it was the only way to stop the Selvan, she was all for it.

“Very good,” Leximas said softly.

The not-Gurat had officially had enough. “You do not belong,” it said, storming over to Leximas. “You must leave.”

“Do not break your focus,” Leximas said to Beck as she turned her silver gaze on the not-Gurat.

“You have given up much,” she continued. “But you have done so only to serve your own spite. The anger of one will not consume all.”

“The Selvan is all we are. The Selvan is our salvation. We will serve the Selvan. You will depart!”

The not-Gurat lashed out with its arm, smacking its hand directly on Leximas’ chest. Leximas looked down at the hand, unfazed, as not-Gurat stared with fury and confusion.

“You have no power over me,” Leximas stated placidly.

“This is our realm. We have power over all.”

“There are forces larger than your realm and your Selvan, a simple fact that your species has not comprehended at the risk of us all. You will now leave us.”

“The Selvan…”

Leximas’ eyes flashed momentarily. “LEAVE US!”

The not-Gurat gasped, then suddenly launched backwards as though swatted with a large bat, sliding to a stop in the sand several yards away.

“Maintain your focus,” Leximas said calmly.

“Focusing,” Beck said, resisting the urge to open her eyes to get a look at whatever had just happened out there.

Suddenly, it was the last thing on her mind.

“Unnh!” she grunted as a wave of pain struck her.

“It has started,” Leximas said.

“Good guess,” Beck gasped. She felt the guru’s hands on her shoulders. “Focus on yourself. Accept the pain but do not surrender to it.”

Beck nodded quickly. “I’ve…had enough…with surrendering,” she said determinedly.

Focus.

Beck closed it all out. The sand beneath her. The sound of the waves. The ocean breeze. The smell of salty air. All of it.

There was only her.

No.

Not just her.

Leximas was with her. She could sense it.

There was pain. Ravaging horrible pain, searing through her mind and body with terrible force, threatening to consume her from within.

But she held.

Focus.

There was only her and Leximas.



And then there was the bridge.

Even with the pain shoved aside, the sensation was disconcerting. Beck felt as though somehow her mind was out of her control and being stretched up into infinity, leaving her at the bottom of a deep dark hole.

“What am I supposed to do now?” she thought.

“Travel the bridge,” Leximas’ voice said from all around her.

“How do I do that?”

“You are the bridge. Be at the other end.”

A blinding flash erupted in front of her (Beck had decided it was best not to focus on the metaphysics of how she was “seeing” anything inside her own consciousness.). The light subsided, leaving a swirling blueish sphere of pulsating energy that was rapidly ascending the mind column toward what Beck assumed was the Continuum.

“The Selvan,” Beck said.

“Yes,” Leximas replied. “We haven’t much time.”

“Be the other end. Right.”

“Focus.”

“It’s the theme of the day.” Beck did just that. It was her mind that was being used as the Q expressway here. She should be able to travel it at will. She wanted to go to the Q, so she would…

“Oooooooof!”

Beck abruptly found herself smashed up against a milky opaque barrier above her metaphysical head. She looked down, seeing the mind column/bridge stretching below her.

“We have arrived,” Leximas said.

“Nice of them to leave the door open,” Beck grunted. “Should I knock?”

“A bit more will be required,” Leximas replied, suddenly with her. Actually, the guru seemed to somehow almost be superimposed over Beck, her arm a ghostly transparent form revealing Beck’s own underneath as they reached out in unison to touch the barrier.

Beck felt the barrier resist, then slowly give way as they pushed as though moving through thick mud until finally…



A garden.

Beck squinted in the light as the warm sun shone upon her, Leximas, and the neatly trimmed hedge maze surrounding them. Her eyes adjusted quickly, allowing her to appreciate her environment. Perfectly puffy white clouds drifted by in the picture-worthy blue sky. A slight breeze gently ruffled the petals of the rainbow of flowers planted in a great round bed at the center of the maze clearing they were standing in.

“Is this the Continuum?” Beck asked.

“Today,” Leximas replied.

“It’s…nicer…than I was expecting.”

“What were you expecting?”

“Well, the only Starfleet Captain to come here reported seeing it as a road in the desert…and then a Civil War battleground.”

“And today you perceive a garden,” Leximas stated.

“Was that supposed to be an explanation?”

“As much as is possible. Come. The house is this way,” Leximas replied, heading off into the hedge maze.

“What house?”



“Oh. That house,” Beck said in soft amazement as she gaped at the massive structure in front of her. It reminded her a bit of the Biltmore House in Asheville, North Carolina, but the Biltmore would barely be considered a guest house in comparison to this place. This was Versailles on steroids.

Leximas was already halfway up the steps leading to the mansion’s front door.

“Hang on!” Beck said, charging after her.

“The Selvan will arrive shortly,” Leximas called back. “And I doubt our arrival here will be met kindly. We will need time to explain ourselves.”

The front door suddenly swung open revealing a husky man in servants garb holding the leashes of five truly gigantic rottweilers.

“You are trespassing,” the man snapped gruffly.

“I must see your lord,” Leximas said. “Your lives depend on it.”

The doorman laughed. “Our lives. Do you know who we are?”

“Yeah. You’re about to be the morons formerly known as Q,” Beck said, ignoring the dogs and storming toward the door. “You let us in or…”

“I am here on behalf of the Directors,” Leximas said, interrupting Beck in mid-threat. “I believe your lord will spare me a moment of time.”

The doorman stepped aside, glaring suspiciously at Beck.

“So name-dropping works on the Q, huh?” Beck asked as she and Leximas entered the vast marble foyer. The doorman released the dogs, which promptly vanished, then led the pair down a long corridor of tall white doors.

“Depending on their mood. Now that we are inside the Continuum, they are more likely to listen to us. When I was attempting to reach them from outside, invoking the Directors was useless.”

“Good thing you had a bridge around,” Beck said just as the doorman stopped in front of a pair of double doors, which he threw open revealing a vast ballroom filled with men and women in 17th century French finery.

“Anyone else feeling underdressed?” Beck muttered.

“What is the meaning of this?” a stocky older man with a bushy white mustache demanded, striding forward in an ornate white suit. “A human? Q! Q!!! Are you behind this?”

“Most assuredly not,” another man in the crowd replied curtly. “I don’t even know this human.”

“Too bad,” Beck said, stepping into the center of the room. “If you guys don’t do something, this human is about to get you all killed.”

The room erupted in laughter.

“Kill us?” the elder mustached Q snorted. “Bah! We’re omnipotent.”

“And blinded by your own sense of superiority,” Leximas said, joining Beck in the middle of the Q. “Your treatment of another species is about to come back to you.”

“And take a big hunk out of your ass,” Beck said.

“Can we remove them?” another voice from the crowd called. “I want to waltz!”

“Does the name Selvan ring any bells?” Beck shouted in frustration.

The Q murmured amongst themselves, but no one answered.

“You don’t even remember to do?” she continued. “Just another species to torment. One of who knows how many groups you’ve shoved around over the eons. Well, this one’s coming back, folks. And if you were paying a damn bit of attention to the rest of the universe out there, you might have been able to prevent a lot of crap from ever happening.”

“That’s not our concern,” the mustached Q said, stiffening.

Beck turned on him, eyes blazing. “The hell it isn’t! That bastard came to my station! It took my body! It…” Beck trailed off, her eyes beginning to tear up. “It killed Phillip.” She grabbed the elder Q by his coat and shook him violently. “IT KILLED HIM! And you god damn bastards are to blame!”

She tossed the Q aside and pointed an accusatory finger around the room. “All of you! If it didn’t mean we’d all die, I’d be just as happy to let him come. Let the Selvan kill you all! Hell, I’d take a front row seat. Let me watch the fun. I hope it hurts. I hope the Selvan slices through you the way he did Phillip. I hope you bleed to death slowly, the whole damn bunch of you! I…”

“The Selvan is here,” Leximas said simply.

“Impossible,” the elder Q snapped back.

“We are here,” Leximas replied. “She is the bridge, and soon your barrier will again be breached.”

The Q who had disavowed knowing Beck earlier suddenly emerged from the crowd and approached her.

“Don’t even try it,” Beck said defensively.

“Calm yourself,” the Q said disdainfully. “I just want to…” His eyes widened. “You have been touched before.”

“If you mean I’ve had Q abilities, then yes,” Beck replied. “That’s evidently what got us into this mess.”

A deafening thunder clap rumbled through the room as outside the curtained ballroom windows, the sky darkened.

“The Selvan is here,” Leximas said.

“Better get in those last dances now before…”

The elder Q waved his hand, and Beck was suddenly elsewhere. Just where this elsewhere was, she wasn’t sure, though. It was dark, cold, and silent.

She couldn’t move. Her limbs, not that she really had any here, were pinned to the cold dank surface her body was laying on.

“Leximas,” Beck called.

No response.

“Lexi…”

A light. In the distance. Dim. Almost invisible, but there was a light.

“Focus,” Beck ordered herself. She concentrated everything she could on her right arm, willing it to move. To reach for the dim light.

Instead the light came to her. Slowly moving closer, growing as it came.

Until it enveloped her.



So much for the idea that the light might be soothing and calming. Captain Beck found herself in the middle of a maelstrom of swirling colors pushing back and forth around her.

“Captain, can you hear me?” Leximas’ voice said softly inside her mind.

“Yes. Barely,” Beck said. “Where am I?”

“A battleground,” Leximas replied. “This is how your mind is processing the battle between the Selvan and the Q. The Q are learning how much power the Selvan has obtained.”

“Can you help them?”

“I am as much as I am able. We will see if it is enough.”

“What can I…” Beck suddenly had a flash. Barren landscape. Her own body. The Selvan was losing his grip.

“You must leave,” Leximas said.

“Working on it,” Beck said, trying to focus on the feeling of being inside her own skin.

Another flash of herself. Was that Commander Morales standing nearby? She felt her grip slipping again. Concentrate. Hang on.

Should could sense the Selvan with her, attempting to tear her fragile grip on her body away from her again. His power was immense and…

…and coming mostly from that stick in his…er…her hand. Her real hand.

She focused on her hand to no avail. The Selvan may have been distracted with the Q, but there was no way he was letting go of his one advantage.

Beck quickly changed tactics, moving away from the hand and entrenching herself farther in her own mind. If she couldn’t make him let go herself, she’d get help.



He wasn’t positive, but somehow Commander Morales had the sense that the Selvan’s attack on the Q wasn’t going according to plan. The Selvan in Beck’s body had been still for a long time, but now it was practically writhing in some sort of struggle Morales could not see. The Q must be fighting back. Of course, the fact that the Selvan could withstand a Q attack at all was nothing short of astounding.

“Commander,” Beck’s voice grunted.

“What do you want?” Morales asked cautiously.

“Shoot.”

“What?”

“Walter.” Beck’s face contorted, fighting to form the words. “Shoot me.”

“Lisa?” Morales asked surprised.

Beck’s head bobbed. “Shoot.”

Morales had his phaser up in an instant and fired, sending a stun blast slamming into Beck’s chest. Her body went limp and collapsed to the ground, the Glyph of Ranit-Del tumbling out of her hand into the dirt.



She was resting now. Unconscious in one of the beds at the rear of the Runabout Roanoke. Commander Morales sat in a nearby chair wondering just what he had done.

Was Beck really back? By following orders, had he actually doomed her? And if she woke up, how could he face her?

He’d betrayed her, just as surely as if he’d handed her over to the Borg. He’d been willing to give Beck up, just to have some pale copy of her love him. Morales told himself it was because he wanted her to live on in some form. He should have known not to underestimate her, though. If there was a way back, Beck would find it, and she had…he hoped.

“Morales,” Beck’s voice croaked.

“I’m here, Captain,” Morales said, snapping out of it. “Are you alright?”

“A little sore. A lot tired. But I’m here,” Beck said. “I never thought I’d say this, but thanks for shooting me.”

“What happened?”

“I’m not totally sure,” Beck said, sitting up gingerly in bed. “I think we just saved the universe, though,” she added with a slight smile.

“Yay, us,” Morales said unconvincingly.

“I want to go home.”

“Can you fly?”

“I think so,” Beck said. “That’s why we have autopilot. Did you bring that stick thing?”

“The Glyph of Ranit-Del. It’s out on table in the common area.”

“Take it with you. And lock it up somewhere.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Morales said, standing up. “I’ll see you back on Waystation.”

Beck nodded as Morales exited the room. He seemed to be in a hurry to leave, she noted. Not that she was sorry to see him go, she thought as the memories of the last few days flooded back.



Lieutenant Commander Porter’s face appeared on the monitor in the Penzance’s cockpit as Morales flew the craft back toward Waystation.

“Good to hear from you, sir,” Porter said. “We were getting worried. Any news on the Captain?”

“She’s safe. We’re coming home,” Morales said flatly.

“I take it we’re saving our happy voices until you get here?” Porter asked.

“Everything’s fine,” Morales said. “I’m just…tired. Morales out.”

Morales closed the channel and turned his attention back to the flight console. On the sensors, the Roanoke continued on course beside the Penzance.

She was over there, completely unaware of what he’d done. Beck believed he’d helped save her. And maybe he had, but before that… The deal he’d made with the Selvan…

How could he continue on as her first officer after this?



Beck was glad to have this time to herself. She needed to be alone right now. Alone with her thoughts. Alone with her grief.

For the first time since Phillip had been killed she could finally try to start dealing with it. He was gone. His body was probably on a slab in the morgue right now.

Phillip was gone.

A flash of light from the rear of the cockpit drew her out of her thoughts.

“Leximas,” Beck said, spinning around in her chair.

“Not hardly,” the mustached Q said haughtily.

“What do you want?” Beck demanded.

“We were victorious,” the Q said.

“I kind of figured that out, since you’re standing here. Where’s the Selvan?”

“The Selvan have been dealt with.”

“The ones in the rift as well?” Beck asked.

“All of them. Perhaps they will find non-existence more satisfying.”

“How magnanimous of you.”

“You object?”

“Not really. Despite what I said earlier, I hope you squashed him.”

“We did, but, as much as I hate to admit it, the outcome was in doubt there for a short time,” the Q said, taking the co-pilot’s seat behind Beck. “My fellow Q tells me that some sort of…thank you is in order.”

“You’re welcome,” Beck replied stiffly. “Are we done here?”

“As you wish,” Q said. “You have our gratitude.” The Q waved his hand and vanished in another flash of light.

“Yippee,” Beck muttered.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 54287.3. We’re home. I can see Waystation out my front viewport. It’s huge, teeming with residents and my crew. They’re waiting for me. They want their captain back. Phillip will be there as well, waiting in the morgue for me to say my goodbyes. I’ve done this too many times in my life. Mom and Dad. Now Phillip. Maybe this is why the Q are so arrogant. When you don’t have to experience death, you take life for granted, which leads you to take pretty much everything else for granted. Can they even experience true loss? True sorrow? But then, why would they want to?”



Captain Beck powered down the runabout and tried not to look at the small crowd of officers gathering in the docking bay. Nearby, Commander Morales was performing similar tasks on the Penzance and also attempting not to make eye contact with his colleagues outside. If they knew what he’d done…

Finally, they opened the hatches to their respective crafts and stepped out into the docking bay where Lieutenant Commander Porter, Lieutenant Russell, Dr. Nelson, Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges, and Yeoman Jones were waiting and smiling.

“Lisa!” Hodges shouted, rushing forward and hugging her friend.

“Hey, Steph,” Beck replied quietly.

“Long week?” Hodges said with a chuckle.

“You could say that.”

“You look exhausted.”

“You could say that, too.”

By this time, Porter and the others had approached. “Welcome back, Captain. We were starting to think you found better friends to play with.”

“But we held things together,” Russell said. “No problems at all.”

“And we didn’t even lose our name,” Jones said.

“Was there a chance we would?” Beck asked.

“We’ll fill you in later,” Nelson said. “But right now you look like hell. Go to bed. Doctor’s orders. I’ll be by in a while to look you over.”

“Thanks, Amedon,” Beck said trudging toward the exit. “Dismissed…or whatever.”

“Is she alright?” Hodges asked Morales.

“The Selvan is gone. But so is Phillip Harper. She been through a lot. I guess she just needs time.”

“Without you, she wouldn’t even be around, so I think she got the better end of this deal,” Hodges said. “You pulled off something pretty spectacular, Morales. Thank you.”

“Yes, we all think you’re great,” Porter said. “Can I give you back command now?”

“Not a chance,” Morales said. “I’m following doctor’s orders and going to bed.”

“Those orders weren’t for you,” Nelson said.

“I’m following them anyway.”

“Hmm…obedience. I like that,” Nelson replied. “I might as well start my exam with you anyway. I’ll walk you back to your quarters and try to fill you in on what you missed. It’s been interesting.”



She should have just transported to her quarters directly. Walking through the corridors, she saw too many people, all of whom seemed to want to exchange pleasantries and ask how her “vacation” had been. Vacation, huh? There was some irony for you. This was probably the least relaxing week of her life.

At long last, she arrived at her own door and paused, remembering what had taken place inside. Maybe she should sleep somewhere else tonight. Ops could find her some open guest quarters…

No. Phillip was gone, but she was still here. She had to move on and reclaim her own life. These were her quarters, and she was not being driven away.

Beck stepped through the doors and into the sparkling clean rooms. Porter must have had the place scrubbed spotless while she was gone. Not a trace remained of the attack that had occurred. That would make it easier to be here without Phillip.

“Hey, beautiful.”

Beck’s head whipped around toward the source of the noise where a figure leaned against the bedroom door frame.

“Phillip!”

She was on him in an instant, her arms locked tightly around him.

“How?” she stammered through teary eyes.

“I’m not sure. I was here. Then I was laying in the morgue looking up at Doctor Nelson. Seems I caught a case of death for a couple of days.”

“Q,” Beck said laughing through tears.

“Thank you.”

“Not cute! Q!”

“What about the Q?” Phillip said.

“Never mind,” Beck said, grabbing Phillip in a kiss. We’re even, she thought.



Commander Morales was going to have to leave his quarters at some point, but he just didn’t feel ready yet. He and Beck had been back for 24 hours now, but other than getting some sleep, he wasn’t feeling any better. How long did it take to “get over” betraying someone? Probably a very long time.

He’d already declined a breakfast invite from Tina Jones, so when the door chime sounded, he just assumed it was her coming to check up on him in person.

It wasn’t.

“Captain,” Morales said, somewhat alarmed as he stared at the woman standing outside his quarters.

“May I talk to you for a minute?” Beck asked. There was no hint of anger in her voice…or gratitude for that matter. She sounded simply professional.

“Sure,” Morales said, standing aside and gesturing for her to enter.

“I felt I should thank you again for what you did. I’m not sure that coming after me alone was the wisest thing to do, but I understand why you did it. I’m grateful.”

“We didn’t want to lose our captain,” Morales replied, attempting to sound as professional as she did right now. No bringing up personal issues.

“Phillip’s alive.”

“I heard. Doctor Nelson told me yesterday. I’m very happy for you.”

“It’s wonderful,” Beck said, staring at Morales unflinchingly. “But for the rest of my life I’m going to have this image seared into my brain of you killing him. Slicing him up.”

“I didn’t…”

“I know that, but it was your body. Your face. That’s what’s in my mind, in my dreams at night. Honestly, I don’t know how I deal with this, how I can look at you everyday.”

Morales stepped back, unable to be this close to Beck seeing the hurt in her eyes. “I…I’ll request a transfer immediately.”

“No. I don’t want that,” Beck said, starting to pace. “I may not know how to deal with this, but I’m going to. You haven’t done anything wrong. I just wanted you to know why things between us may be a bit…strained for a while.”

Morales just nodded. He hadn’t done anything wrong. Yeah right.

“Okay then. Commander,” Beck said.

“Captain,” Morales replied. Beck quickly turned and left.

Commander Morales collapsed on his sofa with a weary sigh. Maybe Beck didn’t know what he’d done, but he would be punished appropriately. He’d still spend every day working with her, yet be farther away from her than ever.

Morales also decided that it was time to do something he should have done ages ago.

“Commander Morales to Counselor Miller.”

“Miller here.”

“I need to make an appointment.”



It was all starting to feel normal again. Actually, with Phillip alive, Captain Beck had managed to slip back into the regular routine of her life in a matter of hours. Now she was seated in the food court of Starfleet Square Mall soaking in the surroundings of her station again while she tried to straighten out the paperwork Porter had attempted to complete while she was away.

“The prodigal captain has returned, I see,” Bradley Dillon said jovially, taking a seat across the table from her. “Welcome back. I hope your…trip was enjoyable.”

“Thrill a minute,” Beck said. “I saw some interesting sites, got some exercise, ran into Leximas…”

“Leximas!” Bradley exclaimed surprised. He quickly regained his composure and leaned closer to Beck, whispering to her almost conspiratorially. “How…”

“It’s a metaphysical thing. You wouldn’t understand.”

“Is she…well?”

“Fine as far as I could tell. The non-corporeal life seems to suit her.”

“Good to hear,” Bradley said thoughtfully. His grin soon returned to his face, though. “I guess life is good all around, then.”

“Oh really?”

“Yes indeed. I just received word that John Simms, Junior is being forced to sell OmegaMart. Seems he’s short of capital right now, and the Orions made him an offer for the chain. I’d prefer he sold it to me, but I’ll take what I can get.”

“What an amazing turn of events,” Beck said, returning Bradley’s smile.

“Isn’t it?” Bradley stood up from the table. “Well, I should get back to the office. Wonderful chatting with you.”

“Come by anytime,” Beck said. “Oh, and Bradley?”

“Yes,” Bradley said turning back to her.

Beck’s face instantly darkened. “If you ever pull anything like that naming rights crap on my station ever again, I’m going to stuff you into a VERY small cargo container and shoot you into the nearest sun. Are we clear?”

“Very,” Bradley said hoarsely, beating a hasty retreat.

Beck didn’t even have a chance to return to her paperwork before her commbadge chirped. “Ops to Captain Beck,” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter’s voice said.

“Beck here.”

“I hate to interrupt your fun paperwork, but we’re receiving a distress call from the freighter S.S. Carthage. They were on their way here when they ran into a small problem with their ship.”

“What kind of problem?”

“There’s an elephant rampaging through it.”

“Small problem, huh?”

“It’s a nature transport. At least the rhinos didn’t get out, too.”

“Uh huh,” Beck replied, gathering up her padds. “Prep the Wayward, get Russell, and meet me in the docking bay. This I have to see.”

“On our way. Ops out.”

Yes indeed, everything was returning to normal.



THE END






Moonlight Sonata



It took some time to get a sense of the true scale of Waystation when you first approached it. With no planets or other bodies around, there was nothing to give a frame of reference to an approaching vessel. It wasn’t until a ship got close that the enormity of the station became clear. What did 100 decks mean? Two saucer-shaped sections? So what? How big were those saucers?

Damn big.

But to Federation Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges, it was home, and after three weeks away with the rest of the Marine battalion assigned to Waystation, she was happy to see it looming ahead of the Federation Marine Transport Mongoose as the vessel approached the Marine’s docking bay located on the lower part of Waystation’s upper saucer.

Colonel Martin Lazlo, the officer in charge of the battalion, had actually taken the soldiers out for training on a swamp world a few months earlier. Hodges had taken leave and therefore missed that particular bit of fun. No such luck this time. This time she got to spend three weeks in the arctic tundra just like everyone else.

Somehow that just didn’t seem fair. She was a pilot, not a grunt. Hodges could handle a weapon with the best of them, but she preferred to spend her time in the Mongoose, not trudging through snow drifts up to her thighs.

As the Mongoose approached the upper saucer of Waystation, Hodges waited from the usual welcoming comm from Operations, a comm that didn’t seem to be coming judging by the fact that they were now within a couple of kilometers of the station’s hull.

“Something wrong, Lieutenant?” Colonel Lazlo asked gruffly as he stuck his head into the cockpit.

“Why would anything be wrong, sir?” she replied.

“We haven’t landed yet.”

“I’m just waiting for acknowledgment from Docking Control.”

“Don’t wait. Land. Beck and her flunkies will keep us out here forever if we let them,” Lazlo snorted.

“I doubt that,” Hodges replied with a smirk. “Last time they left us alone out here for too long, you sliced the station in half.”

“Land us!” Lazlo barked, his thick black mustache twitching. He retreated to the ship’s main compartment as Hodges activated the comm system.

“Mongoose to Waystation. Come in, please.”

“Wa…<YAWN>…Waystation,” the voice of Commander Walter Morales, Waystation’s First Officer, replied groggily. “Hi there.”

“Um…can we land?”

“Uh…sure,” Morales replied, following that with another loud yawn.

“Thanks a bunch,” Hodges said. “Sorry for waking you up.”

“I was awake,” Morales said unconvincingly.

“Sure you were. Mongoose out.” Hodges chuckled slightly, then steered the Mongoose toward the waiting docking bay. Morales may have been tired, but after three weeks of Lazlo and the snow, the marines were exhausted.



Feeling refreshed after a good night’s sleep, Hodges made her way along the upper concourse of Starfleet Square Mall, leisurely looking through the various shop windows to see if the wares had changed at all over the last few weeks. She was meeting Captain Lisa Beck for breakfast at the Andorian Restaurant in about half an hour, so she had a bit of time to kill.

As she passed the food court, Hodges spotted Commander Morales poring over a padd as his breakfast sat on the table in front of him mostly untouched. Deciding that Morales could probably use a break, Hodges stepped up to his table.

“Morning, sunshine!” she said jovially. “Are we feeling a bit more perky today?”

Morales slowly moved his head to look up at her with deeply bloodshot eyes. “Huh?” he said blankly.

“Guess not,” Hodges said, sliding into the chair across the table from him. “Is Lisa making you pull constant double shifts now or what?”

“No,” Morales said confused. He stifled a yawn. “I’m fine.”

“When was the last time you had a full night’s sleep?”

“Last night,” Morales said. “I was in bed before 2300 hours. No offense, but why is this your business?”

“Just looking out for the man who saved my best friend,” Hodges said. “God knows what that Selvan would have done to Lisa if you hadn’t gotten her back.”

“You already thanked me.”

“And I’m going to keep thanking you. You’re a hero, you know.”

Morales shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “I should go.”

“To bed?” Hodges asked, her eyes boring into him.

Despite his apparent fatigue, Morales’ eyes widened in shock.

“Not with me,” Hodges said quickly.

“Oh…okay,” Morales said, getting up from his chair. “I should go.”

“So you said.”

“Uh…right.”

“Get some sleep.”

“I did already,” Morales said, fighting off another yawn.

“Then get some more,” Hodges called as Morales took his tray toward the nearest waste reclaimator. Hodges shook her head as she rose from the table and headed off in the other direction. Normally, she wouldn’t dream of interfering in the affairs of Beck’s officers, but in this case she was going to make an exception and tell Lisa to give Morales some time off. The poor man looked like he was about to drop at any moment.



After a few more minutes of wandering, Hodges headed down to the lower concourse where the Andorian restaurant was located. The restaurant’s proprietor, Ih’mad, greeted her warmly (the same way he always greeted friends of the captain), and ushered her over to the booth where Beck was already waiting.

Well, waiting wasn’t exactly correct. More accurately, Beck was sleeping, her head resting on her arms on the table mere centimeters from a steaming cup of the putrid green slime the Andorians passed off as tea.

“Unbelievable,” Hodges muttered, taking a seat on the bench across the booth from Beck. She watched Beck for a few seconds, wondering if the presence of another person would wake the Starfleet captain up.

No such luck.

“Lisa.”

Nothing.

“Hello, Lisa?”

Still nothing.

“WAKE UP, MAGGOT!”

Beck shot straight up from the table, pulling her head back so far so quickly that she slammed it into the wood backrest of her seat.

“OW!” Beck cried, rubbing the back of her skull. She spotted Hodges sitting across from her laughing. “What the hell was that for?”

“I was feeling ignored,” Hodges replied grinning. “What have you folks been doing around here while we were gone?”

“Nothing,” Beck said.

“Right.”

“You’re bonking Morales, aren’t you?”

“Steph!” Beck snapped, looking around quickly to make sure no junior officers were around to hear their conversation.

“Are you?”

“NO!” Beck said.

“Then where’s Phillip?”

“Earth. He had to meet with some potential clients.”

“Uh huh. He’s gone, and you and Morales are both the walking dead. Very suspicious,” Hodges said.

“I’m fine.”

“Really? How much sleep did you get last night?”

“Plenty. I was in bed by 2300 hours,” Beck replied defensively just before breaking out into a huge yawn.

“And you weren’t with Morales?” Hodges asked.

“No! Why would I be with Morales?”

“Hmm. Okay.”

“What are you hmmming?”

“He said he was in bed by 2300, too.”

“So? It’s a reasonable bed time,” Beck said.

“I guess so,” Hodges said thoughtfully as a waiter approached.

“It is,” Beck said more firmly. “Now are you going to eat or continue the interrogation?” The captain quickly put a hand over her mouth to cover another yawn.

“That depends,” Hodges replied. “Is it breakfast time or nap time?”

“Ha ha.”



Damn ice. The Mongoose had been built to handle pretty much anything, but three weeks of sub-zero temperatures had taken their toll on the vessel. Lieutenant Hodges hadn’t realized just how much damage the hull had sustained until she returned to the docking bay after her breakfast with Beck to take care of her post- mission duties.

None of the ice damage had been enough to threaten the Mongoose’s space worthiness. If that had been the case, the ship’s onboard systems would have warned her. Still, it worried her that enough conduits had been harmed by the cold to force several systems to fail over to alternate routes through the ship.

Hodges and a couple of marine technicians had done the best they could to make repairs over the course of the rest of the day, but there were a few matters that were going to require additional expertise. Starfleet expertise, to be exact. With little else she could do, Hodges contacted the station’s operations division, who promised to send someone by the next day to take a look at the Mongoose.

The following day, true to Starfleet’s word, someone was sent along. That someone turned out to be Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter, Waystation’s Chief of Operations and Science Officer. As far as help went, Hodges couldn’t hope for any better…

…at least under normal circumstances.

Today, however, Porter was a wreck. He staggered into the docking bay, barely keeping a grip on his engineering kit as he made his way over to Hodges.

“Hey,” he said peering at her through bleary eye. “Heard you had a ship problem.” And then he yawned, opening his mouth wider than Hodges would have thought physically possible.



“There is something very wrong here, sir!” Hodges said, her hands planted on Colonel Lazlo’s desk as she stared her superior officer down.

“Everything seems okay to me, Lieutenant,” Lazlo replied, nonchalantly leaning back in his desk chair while he polished his name plate.

“Have you talked to the station command crew lately? Their exhausted. At first I thought it was just Captain Beck and Commander Morales, but Porter’s a wreck, too. I went to go see Doctor Nelson about it, and I found her snoring in her office. And Lieutenant Russell has a cot set up in the security office armory.”

“That’s been there.”

“Oh… Well, the others aren’t normal! Something is happening to them, and we have to do something about it!”

“Maybe they’re just having parties every night,” Lazlo said disinterested.

“Lisa would have invited me,” Hodges said. “It’s something else.”

“I don’t care what it is as long as it keeps happening. Beck just approved my request to fire off a G-187 Plasma Cannon on the training deck.”

“Exactly my point,” Hodges said. “Normally, Captain Beck would never allow that. She’s so sleepy that she can’t even think straight.”

“And tell me again why I should want things back the way they were?” Lazlo asked pointedly.

“Fine. I’ll investigate this by myself.”

“Investigate,” Lazlo chuckled. “And you’re a detective now?”

“The command crew all claim they’re getting a good night’s sleep, and none of them seem to realize that anything is wrong with them. I think something is happening to them at night instead of sleep, and I’m going to find out what it is.”

“Have fun,” Lazlo said, waving off Hodges dismissively. He turned serious for a moment. “But if Beck revokes my plasma cannon permit, it’s your ass. Got it, Lieutenant?”

“Yes, sir,” Hodges managed to force herself to utter before spinning around toward the door and rolling her eyes. The station was possibly in danger, and all Lazlo cared about was his damn cannon, which was probably just going to put them all in more danger when he accidentally breached the hull with it.



Later that night with tricorder in hand, Lieutenant Hodges planted herself as surreptitiously as she could around the corner from Commander Morales’ quarters. Her first instinct had been to stake out Beck’s quarters, but she decided that Beck, even though she was tired beyond belief, was far more likely to recognize her, even though Hodges had run a color wand through her hair to switch herself from a blonde to a brunette and was now wearing fairly nondescript civilian garb. Morales, on the other hand, would probably look right past Hodges.

Of course, all of this was assuming that whatever was happening to the command crew involved them leaving their quarters at all. That was why she had the tricorder. This way she could at least monitor Morales a little bit. If something went into his quarters or tried to take him out, she should see it.

Twenty-three hundred hours was evidently the standard Starfleet bedtime because as that time rolled around, Morales crawled into his covers and curled up to sleep. Hodges settled in to wait, but it turned out she needn’t have bothered. Almost immediately, Morales got back out of bed, put his uniform on, and strode purposefully out of his quarters and out into the corridor.

He passed Hodges without giving her a second look…or a first one for that matter. Instead, he made his way to the nearest turbolift as Hodges did her best to stay with him without alerting Morales to her presence.

She heard him order the turbolift to Deck 97 just before the doors closed, sending Morales off to his destination. She impatiently waited for the next turbolift car. What was on Deck 97? Hodges had no clue. She assumed it was crew quarters or cargo bays. There certainly wasn’t anything of importance there that she was aware of.

“Quick, officer. He’s getting away,” an all-too-familiar voice said derisively from behind Hodges. She turned to see Colonel Lazlo, decked out in his civies, approaching her. “Whatever shall we do?” he added, clapping his hands to the side of his face in mock-horror.

“You couldn’t stay away, could you?” Hodges said as the next turbolift car arrived and its doors opened.

“Honestly, I was just going to swing by and taunt you a little bit, but since Morales actually seems to be going somewhere, I might as well come along for the ride.”

“All right then, sir,” Hodges said as the pair stepped into the turbolift. “But with all due respect, if you alert Morales to our presence, it’s your ass. Deck 97.”



Hodges and Lazlo exited the turbolift on Deck 97 a short time later and found themselves in a long corridor of residential quarters.

“Very suspicious,” Lazlo said sarcastically.

“Come on,” Hodges said, having detected Morales on her tricorder. They quickly closed the gap between themselves and Morales as the commander was evidently not in much of a hurry. He was strolling fairly casually, but there seemed to be a destination in mind based on the very deliberate turns he was making.

Finally, he turned down a dim dead-end corridor along a section of blank wall. “What is he doing?” Hodges muttered. There wasn’t a door evident. She wasn’t completely sure of their location due to the twists and turns they’d made, but most likely Morales was by the bulkhead. Why go here in the middle of the night? For that matter, why go here anytime?

“Someone’s coming,” Lazlo said suddenly, pulling Hodges back into another side corridor opposite Morales’. From their position, they could make out Morales just standing at the wall at the end of the hallway.

Lazlo turned out to be right about the approaching people as Captain Beck walked into view and turned down the same corridor as Morales.

“Ohhhh. This could be interesting,” Lazlo whispered.

“Shhhhh,” Hodges hissed, watching Beck and Morales intently. Had Lisa lied to her? Was she really having illicit rendezvouses with her first officer? And if so, why here? And if that was the case, why were the others so tired?

Hodges didn’t get any farther with that line of thought. Instead, she watched as Morales placed his hand on a part of the wall at the end of the corridor, which caused the entire wall section to slide open revealing bright lights beyond. Morales and Beck stepped through the doorway and out of view as the wall slid back into place.

“We’ve got to get in there,” Lazlo said determinedly, charging across the hall to the other corridor.

“So you’re interested now, huh?” Hodges said, jogging to catch up.

“Those two are up to something. They all are. It’s some kind of secret Starfleet plot, and we need to know about it!” Lazlo quickly ran his hand along the wall section Morales had just opened, feeling for some sign of a switch. He soon hit a small square, which he pressed in, causing the wall section to once again slide open revealing the bright lights blazing beyond the entryway.

The pair stepped inside as their eyes fought to adjust to the blinding glare around them. A few moments later, their vision cleared, giving Hodges and Lazlo their first clear look at their new surroundings.

They both had the same response:

“What the hell?”

Hodges glanced back behind her just to make sure the door was still there and that they were still on Waystation. Otherwise, she would have thought that she and Lazlo had just been transported to one of the seedier Orion worlds.

Ahead of them stretched a narrow concourse, lined in both directions with glaring lighted signs and doorways advertising gambling, mind-altering drinks, and erotic dancing. While the concourse wasn’t packed, there were a fair number of beings strolling along. From what Hodges could tell, none of them were permanent station residents, not that she could possibly recognized every one of the couple thousand people who lived on board.

Lazlo whistled appreciatively. “When did this open?”

“Who knows?” Hodges replied. “I get the feeling this is a private club. There wasn’t exactly a sign outside.”

“Well, there are plenty in here,” Lazlo said, taking a couple of steps toward an establishment promising authentic belly dancing.

“What are you doing?” Hodges said, catching up to him.

“Investigating. That’s why we’re here, isn’t it?”

“Fine, but be careful, sir. I doubt these people want marines strolling around their level of fun here..”

“I’m always careful,” Lazlo replied as he and Hodges stepped inside the darkened club where the show was already in progress. As promised, it was belly dancing, but in this case, the dancer’s belly seemed to have something inside moving of its own accord. Lazlo was mesmerized by the movements of the scantily-clad woman and her bare tummy while Hodges peered at the eyes of the veiled woman. That face…

“Hey,” Lazlo said suddenly. “That’s…” Hodges quickly clapped a hand over his mouth. Fortunately, the other club patrons were too busy watching the show to listen to Lazlo.

“It’s Doctor Nelson. I know,” Hodges whispered harshly into his ear.

“I had no idea her symbiont could move that well,” Lazlo said. Nelson arched her back, bending her head almost off the stage and into the audience as her belly continued to gyrate to the music.

“Neither did I,” Hodges said wincing. How could Nelson bend like that? “Let’s go.”

“Why?”

“We haven’t found Beck and Morales yet,” Hodges replied, surreptitiously pulling out her tricorder and recording a bit of Nelson’s performance.

“Fine, but if Morales’ doing a strip show, too, you’re on your own.”



Lazlo turned out to be half right.

There was indeed a strip show.

But is starred Lieutenant Sean Russell.

“I think I’m going to be ill,” Lazlo said.

“He’s more muscular than I thought,” Hodges said, staring for a few moments before she pulled herself away and followed Lazlo back out onto the concourse.



“Can I interest you in something for the lady?” the street vendor asked sweetly, sliding up to Lazlo. Lazlo recognized her instantly: Yeoman Tina Jones.

“Er…what do you have?” he asked.

“Wonderful toys,” Jones replied smiling and opening the small case of wares she had strapped in front of her.

“Geeaaccchhhh!” Lazlo exclaimed, jumping backwards in horror.

“I’ve got designs based on seventeen species in here,” Jones said. “And they’re all VERY anatomically correct with extra long- life power cells.”

“Um…thanks, but no,” Hodges said, grabbing Lazlo’s arm and beating a hasty retreat. “He does just fine.”

“Geeaaccchhhh!”



After their encounter with Jones on the street, Hodges and Lazlo ducked into the casino at the end of the concourse. Visitors to this little mini-mall of delights could get loosened up out on the concourse with a few drinks while they watched some fleshy entertainments, then make their way into the real heart of the place, the casino.

“Somebody is making a lot of latinum here,” Hodges said, looking at the rows of gaming tables and slot machines that stretched meters and meters into distance.

“Hopefully me,” Lazlo said, rubbing his hands together expectantly. “I may have to go back to my cabin for some additional funds. I’ve only got a few slips with me.” Something at a nearby blackjack table caught his eye. “Hey! Morales’ the dealer over there. He’s just the kind of honest guy I want handing me cards. I’m going to clean this place out.”

“Buy me a drink first,” Hodges said, pointing at the bar before Lazlo could charge the blackjack table.

“Why should do that?” Lazlo said annoyed.

“Trust me,” Hodges replied, dragging Lazlo into the small lounge adjoining the main casino floor and sitting him down at one of the small round tables.

Lazlo took a long look at the bartender. “That accounts for Porter,” he said. “I hope the man fixes drinks as well as he fixes everything else.”

“Was that actually a compliment?”

“He’s the only one of those Starfleeters I can stand,” Lazlo replied. “He at least tries to be helpful, which is more than I can say for Beck.”

“What can I get you folks?” the waitress asked, stepping up to their table. Lazlo turned to her and froze, his eyes widening in shock.

“Cap…cap…Be…”

“He wants a cappuccino, if you have it,” Hodges said quickly, trying to ignore the fact that Lisa Beck was looking right at her with no hint of recognition. The captain was dressed in a little black outfit with an even smaller white apron on the front. Her long legs were in black fishnet hose and accentuated by the three-inch stiletto heels she was wearing. The top of the outfit had obviously been designed by someone with a love for cleavage as Beck’s breasts had been shoved together and upward so much that Hodges half wondered if an anti-gravity generator had been mounted in there somewhere.

“No coffee here, darlins’. Sorry.”

“Beer’s fine. Whatever’s on tap,” Hodges said.

Lazlo, meanwhile, had recovered his composure and was relishing the situation. “Warp core breach, honey,” he said. “And bring me some nachos.”

“You got it,” Beck said with a wink, then sashayed off to the bar to give the order to Porter.

“No wonder they’re all so tired,” Hodges said, leaning in close to Lazlo. “They’ve basically each got two jobs now. And did you see the heels Lisa’s in? It’s a wonder she can walk in the morning.”

“If they want to moonlight here, that’s their business.”

“Come on, Colonel. You can see what’s happening here just as well as I can. They aren’t themselves. They don’t know what they’re doing.”

“They’d better. Warp core breaches are tricky drinks to make.”

“You know what I mean!” Hodges snapped.

“Watch your tone, Lieutenant,” Lazlo warned. “I am well aware of what’s happening around here.”

“So what are we going to do about it?”

“Nothing…yet.”

“What?” Hodges said angrily, fighting to keep her voice down. “We’ve got to tell Captain Beck and the others.”

“Absolutely not,” Lazlo said, pulling Hodges in closer before she could respond. “We don’t know who’s running this place or what kind of hold they have on Beck and her officers. If we go off half-cocked here, we could cause more harm than good. What if the person in charge kills them or what if he’s got enough control over their minds to make them turn on us? We don’t have a clue what we’re really into here.”

“That makes an astounding amount of sense,” Hodges said.

“Don’t sound so surprised,” Lazlo retorted.

“I’m sorry. I just tend to think of you as a shoot first, think later sort of marine,” Hodges replied.

Lazlo’s eyes narrowed. “It’s all about tactics, Lieutenant. Every situation requires different tactics.”

“So what tactics did you have in mind for this particular situation?”

“First, we continue with the deep cover investigation,” Lazlo said as Beck brought their drinks back over. Lazlo took a long sip of his warp core breach and smiled. “This part could take several days.”

“Uh huh,” Hodges said darkly. “What about Beck and the others?”

“You don’t say a thing to them about any of this until I tell you to, and that IS an order, Lieutenant.”

“Yes, sir,” Hodges said unhappily.

“Good,” Lazlo said, getting up from his seat, drink in hand. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I see some cards that need to be investigated.”



The next morning, Lieutenant Hodges found Captain Beck in her office in Operations valiantly attempting to focus on a padd of station paperwork that required her attention. Hodges rang the office door chime and waited for Beck to wave her inside.

And waited.

And waited.

She rang the chime again. At her deck, Beck startled as though shot. Her head whipped back and forth a few times as she tried to figure out where she was and just where that sound was coming from. She finally spotted Hodges at the door and smiled, gesturing for Hodges to enter the office.

“Sorry about that,” Beck said, stifling a yawn. “I guess I was too wrapped up in my work.”

Or in a dream, Hodges thought to herself. As much as it pained her to do so, Hodges was going to follow Lazlo’s orders and not let Beck in on her nocturnal activities. Instead, she placed a wrapped present down on Beck’s desk in the midst of the various padds Beck was trying to work through.

“What’s this?” Beck asked confused.

“It’s for you.”

“You know damn well it’s not my birthday, Steph,” Beck said suspiciously as she picked up the package and pulled at the paper.

“I know. It’s a ‘just because’ present. I saw it this morning in Dillon’s Supply Depot and thought you might like it.”

“Dr. Sh’oll’s massaging boot inserts?” Beck asked, examining the packing she’d removed from the wrapping paper.

“Exactly!” Hodges said. “I know how much you’re on your feet, so I thought these might help.”

“My feet have been killing me for the last few days,” Beck admitted. “Thanks, Steph. I appreciate this.”

“You’re welcome,” Hodges replied. “I’m on duty in a few minutes, so I have to run. Try to take it easy today, okay?”

Beck looked at her confused. “Um…okay. I’ll do that.



At 2230 that night, Hodges’ door chime sounded just as she was pulling on her uniform boots.

“Come in,” she shouted, hopping out of her bedroom into the living room while fighting with her left boot. The doors slid open, admitting Colonel Lazlo, once again decked out in his civilian garb. Actually, he’d opted for the 24th century equivalent of the leisure suit, complete with wide lapels and a dress shirt unbuttoned halfway down his front, revealing the hairy chest beneath.

“You’re in uniform, Lieutenant,” Lazlo said, unamused.

“I’m not going tonight,” Hodges said.

“I thought we were investigating.”

“I am. But in other places, and I want to look official when I’m there. You can drink and gamble without me.”

“I’ll do that,” Lazlo said, turning on his heel back toward the door. He stopped himself and turned back on Hodges. “Just watch what you say, Lieutenant.”

“I will, sir. Trust me.”

Lazlo eyed her for a few moments longer, then charged out of her quarters ready to hit the slots. He’d have more fun without Hodges tagging along anyway.

Hodges, meanwhile, finished her boot battle and waited for 2300 hours to come and go. At that point, she exited her quarters and made her way to the nearest turbolift.

Moments later, she emerged in Operations, where the night shift had just come on. Lieutenant Oliver Mason, who normally was Lieutenant Commander Porter’s second-in-command of engineering, was standing at the operations/science console while other junior officers manned docking control and tactical.

Hodges had met Mason in passing a few times, so it was no surprise to her when he smiled and waved to her as she emerged into the Waystation control center.

“Hey there, Stephanie,” Mason said warmly. “What brings you up here?” He looked concerned for a moment. “It is Stephanie, isn’t it?”

“Yes. And your name was Oliver, right?”

“Right,” Mason said, his grin returning. “Is there something I can help you with?”

“This is going to sound like a silly question, but who’s in charge now?”

“I am,” Mason said proudly.

“Really?” Hodges said surprised. Mason frowned slightly. Uh oh. She was in danger of offending him. “So you’re the man in charge,” she added quickly, sounding impressed and widening her eyes a bit in the way that most of her boyfriends had found so adorable.

“Yes, ma’am,” Mason said, puffing himself up a bit.

“That’s wonderful, Oliver. So when did this happen?”

“A little over a week ago. Captain Beck decided that she wanted to keep all the regular command crew on the day shifts. That meant someone else had to command the night shift, and Lieutenant Commander Porter told her I was ready, so here I am.”

“Here you are,” Hodges said, leaning against Mason’s console. “So anything exciting happen during your first week on the job?”

“Not a thing. The station’s been quiet inside and out.”

“Glad to hear it,” Hodges said thoughtfully. So Beck changed the command structure just in time for all of the command crew to get their new night jobs. That meant whoever was pulling the strings had put enough thought into this to make sure the individuals they needed would not have conflicts with their duty shifts.

Hodges straightened up suddenly. “Thanks for the chat, Oliver,” she said, heading toward the turbolift.

“Is that all you wanted?” he asked disappointed.

“It’s late, and I need to get to sleep,” Hodges said, faking a yawn. “It’s nice to know we’re in good hands. Good night, now.”



As the next couple of nights came and went, Hodges just couldn’t bring herself to go back to Deck 97. She knew that if she went back, she’d cause some kind of scene. She just couldn’t stand by and watch her friends being used as slave labor by whoever was in charge the operation down there.

For his part, Colonel Lazlo was more than happy to handle the reconnaissance on his own, but Hodges had to wonder how much actual information he was really gathering. She had decided to give him one more night. If he didn’t have something worthwhile to tell her when they spoke the next day, she was going to have to take some action, even if it meant disobeying Lazlo’s orders.



“Today’s the day, isn’t it?” Angela Thatcher said, barging into her brother’s office at the rear of the Latinum Way Casino. Garry Thatcher spun his desk chair away from the various monitors displaying views from throughout the casino, strip clubs, and bars lining his little dominion on Waystation and glared at his younger sister.

“Can’t you knock?” he asked.

“Don’t stall me, Garry. Give me the numbers. Receipts are up, right?”

“Yes they are,” Garry replied.

“How much?”

“Does it matter?”

“HOW MUCH?” Angela demanded eagerly, bounding behind the desk to look over her brother’s shoulder at his console.

“Sixteen percent.”

“Sixteen percent! HA! I told you bringing Beck and her people here to work would give you a boost. Who wouldn’t want a chance to order around the command crew of a Starfleet station?” Angela laughed. “And you didn’t want to do it.”

“All I said was that it was risky,” Garry replied. “We haven’t been noticed since we set up five months ago. I didn’t see any need to do anything that could change that.”

“But sixteen percent!” Angela said. “That’s a major increase, all because of me! You shouldn’t have doubted me.”

“You’re an optometrist. What was I supposed to think when you showed up offering to help?”

“I’m more than free eye care, brother dear. Now pay up. I want a full share of the operation.”

Garry shook his head. “Not yet,” he said. “You have one more thing to do first.”

“One more thing? What the hell is this? I said I’d increase business by at least ten percent, and I did! That was the whole deal. Pay UP!”

“Your operation was risky…”

“Yeah yeah. We went over this already,” Angela said, starting to walk back around the desk.

Garry grabbed his sister’s arm roughly and yanked her toward the bank of monitors. “You put us at risk,” he seethed, pointing at the image of a mustached man on one of the screens. “Do you know who that is?”

“Should I?” Angela asked, pulling her arm away from Garry.

“He’s been here each of the last four nights.”

“So he’s a loyal customer.”

“He’s the colonel in charge of the Federation Marines contingent on Waystation. One of the other customers pointed him out to a dealer a little while ago.”

“So you didn’t know who he was either.”

“That’s not the point,” Garry snapped. “His presence means that someone in authority on this station knows we exist.”

“Well he obviously hasn’t told Starfleet.”

“For now. Evidently there’s some kind of animosity between him and Captain Beck, but we can’t assume that will be the case forever. I want him dealt with.”

“I’ll drop by his office tomorrow and offer him a free eye exam,” Angela said. “He’ll be working for us by tomorrow night.”

“I can’t wait that long. I need to know how he found us,” Garry replied.

“You know I can’t pry any information out of these people. Even under deep hypnosis, people generally won’t reveal anything they don’t want to reveal. I can make some suggestions to alter his behavior, but that’s it.”

“Then he doesn’t leave here tonight,” Garry said, pressing a button on his desk console. Almost immediately, two black-clad security guards entered the office. “I want the man at table twenty- five, chair three brought here now.” The guards nodded crisply, then left.

“Don’t you think kidnaping a marine colonel is going to arouse a little bit of suspicion?” Angela asked.

Garry’s eyes locked on his sister and narrowed threateningly. “Like I said, sister dear, this is your mess. You find a way to clean it up.”



Hodges knew that she was due on duty in just a matter of minutes, but she just couldn’t stand waiting anymore. If Lazlo gathered any information the night before, she wanted to know about it.

She charged into Lazlo’s outer office at 0756 hours and found Lazlo’s assistant, Sergeant Rick Kyle, leaning back leisurely in his desk chair, his feet propped up on a pillow on his desk.

“A right fine good mornin’ to ya,” Kyle said, faking a thick Southern drawl.

This was so not right, and there was only one possible explanation for it. “Where’s Colonel Lazlo?” Hodges demanded.

“Not coming in,” Kyle replied with a big grin.

“Why not?”

“Don’t ask me. He just commed me a little while ago and said he wouldn’t be in. I didn’t see any need to press him on the matter.”

“How did he sound?” Hodges asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Was he happy? Angry?”

“No. He just said he wasn’t coming in. It was like this…” Kyle suddenly broke into a dead-on Lazlo imitation. “I am not coming in today.” Well, it was just like Lazlo other than the monotone. Lazlo NEVER spoke at a monotone.

“It was exactly like that?”

“Exactly,” Kyle said. “Happy now?”

“Not even close,” Hodges replied, turning on her heel and rushing out of the office sure of one thing: they’d gotten Lazlo.



“Get that thing away from me,” Colonel Lazlo growled, straining against the bonds that held him in his seat as Angela Thatcher wheeled her eye equipment back in front of the colonel’s face.

“Just look inside, Colonel,” Angela said as she adjusted a few of the controls. “I don’t want to have to paralyze your eyelids again.”

“If you think I’m going to cooperate with you even a little bit, you’ve got another thing coming, missy!” Lazlo shot back.

“So you’ve made clear,” Angela said with a sigh. This was pointless. Sure she could plant basic suggestions in Lazlo’s mind, such as getting him to call out for the day, but that was a far cry from getting information from him that he didn’t want to give up.

Across the office, Garry watched the goings-on silently. When he’d told her to clean her mess up, he evidently meant for her to do it all by herself, and Angela knew why. He wanted her to fail. He couldn’t stand that her modified optometry equipment had been able to increase his receipts so much. So what if the marine knew? Before, they probably just could have paid him off and have that be the end of it. But now…now he was either going to have to be completely reprogrammed or…killed. Did Garry actually have people killed? It was certainly possible. This had all seemed so much more exciting a couple of weeks ago. She just wanted to join her brother and work together. Optometry had turned out to be a major bore, so she’d gone out and found a way to convince him to let her in on his operation. Now she wasn’t so sure if she wanted in at all…or if now she could get out. Her only choice now was to somehow find a way to deal with Colonel Lazlo.

“This doesn’t have to be unpleasant,” Angela said, strapping the equipment in place around Lazlo’s head. “Let it happen.”

“Not a chance in hell,” Lazlo said defiantly.

“Okay,” Angela said, a tinge of sadness in her voice as she picked up the hypospray off of her instrument table. “I tried to be nice about this.” She jabbed the hypospray against Lazlo’s temple just next to his left eye, then repeated the procedure for his right, shutting out the stream of profanity directed at her from the marine. With Lazlo’s eyes now frozen open, she activated her creation and got to work.

“You are feeling very relaxed. Very content. You want to talk. We’re dear friends, and you want to tell me everything you know about Deck 97 and how you know it…”



Lieutenant Hodges had to sound the door chime three times before Captain Beck snapped out of her exhausted stupor enough to realize someone was at her office door. Beck waved (actually it was more of a discombobulated flinging of her arm), signaling for Hodges to enter.

“Hey,” Beck said groggily.

“We need to talk,” Hodges said.

“Now?”

“Now,” Hodges said, putting a padd down in front of Beck. “These are images I took a couple of nights ago on Deck 97.”

“Deck 97?” Beck said, seriously slurring the seven. “What’s on Deck 97?”

“You might be surprised,” Hodges replied, bringing up the first images of Doctor Nelson’s belly dancing routine. Beck stared at the picture, then rubbed her eyes a bit as she fought for focus.

“Amedon?” Beck asked.

“One for one. Try this.” Hodges clicked to the next image.

Beck shook her head. “No clue, but whoever it is has a nice body.” Hodges clicked to a better shot.

“Russell?” Beck exclaimed.

“Right again.”

“What the hell do they think they’re doing?”

“Good question,” Hodges asked, clicking to the next image. “You could ask her, not that she’d tell you.”

“Yeoman Jones? And are those what I think they are in that box?”

“Yes. Let’s move on.” Click.

“That’s Morales, but what’s he doing?” Beck asked. Click. “Are those cards? Wait. He’s dealing cards?”

“Another correct answer. Let’s move over to the bar, shall we?” Click.

“Porter, too? Did they all go and get other jobs without telling me?” Beck said, growing angry.

“They wouldn’t go without you,” Hodges said, clicking the padd one more time to an image of Beck in full bar waitress regalia.

Beck was now completely awake and furious. “Whose damn holodeck program is this?” she demanded, eyes blazing.

“There are no holodecks on Deck 97,” Hodges said. “This is real.”

“Then who built the androids?”

“They aren’t androids, Lisa,” Hodges said. “It you. All of you. That’s why you’ve been so tired lately.”

“Impossible. I’ve been sleeping fine every night. I’m in bed by…”

“2300 hours. Yes I know. You’ve been programmed to say that. I don’t know how they did it, but whoever runs that place has been able to take over your minds at night and put you to work. You think you’ve slept well and that you aren’t tired, even though the whole bunch of you are practically drooling with fatigue.”

“How long have you known about this?” Beck asked, flipping through the rest of the images of the set-up on Deck 97.

“A couple of days.” Beck’s head shot up angrily. “But Colonel Lazlo ordered me not to say anything,” Hodges added quickly.

“And he’s changed his mind?”

“I don’t know. He’s missing. He told Kyle he wouldn’t be in today, and the computer can’t locate him. I’m positive he’s on Deck 97. They’ve got him, and I want your permission to go get him back.”

“Permission?” Beck said, rising from her desk. “I’m going to be the first one through the damn door.”

“I can’t let you do that, Lisa,” Hodges said.

“Can’t let me?” Beck said. “You’ve got to be kidding!”

“You and the rest of the command crew have been compromised. If we take you in there, how will I know that they won’t issue some command to make you turn on us. This has to be marines only.”

Beck thought for a moment, rubbing her hands along her face. “If Lazlo was telling me this…”

“You’d probably kick his ass and go anyway,” Hodges finished. “Whether you should or not.”

“Take your people in, Steph,” Beck said, sitting back down in her desk chair. “But I want first crack at whoever’s behind this.”

“I promise,” Hodges said, scooping her padd back up and switching to another screen. “Now if I could just have your authorization to invade Deck 97, I’ll be on my way.”

“Permission granted. Stomp the bastards into the deck plating.”

“You got it,” Hodges said, taking her padd back and heading out the door.



“Talk to me, Colonel.”

“Go…to…HELL!”

“This isn’t working,” Garry said, getting up from his desk.

“I could have told you that,” Angela said, leaning back tiredly. “I can’t force information from him.”

A slow smile crossed Garry’s face. “You can still make him work for us, though, correct?”

“Absolutely. I can push his consciousness aside as much as you want.”

“Then we’ll put him to work immediately,” Garry said. “Maybe tomorrow after he sees what he was doing all night, he’ll be more willing to cooperate.”

“What did you have in mind?” Angela asked.

“Something fabulous.”



“All right, people, listen up,” Lieutenant Colonel Daniel O’Neal shouted as he strode back and forth in front of the marines gathered in the training deck. “We’re due for beam out in two minutes. Final gear check.”

In unison, one hundred marines checked the power supplies on their phaser rifles and the fit of their blast armor.

Satisfied that his soldiers were ready, O’Neal continued. “Remember your assignments. Alpha, Bravo, and Charlie teams are with me securing the middle of the deck. Foxtrot, you’re inside the main door. Echo, you’ve got the corridor outside. Delta will follow Lieutenant Hodges into the casino. The other teams will secure the various establishments as needed. Remember, we’re dealing with civilians here. Any resistance will most likely come from lightly armed security guards. I want them neutralized quickly and this whole place locked down. Understood?”

“YES, SIR!” the marines shouted back.

“Good. Be on the lookout for Colonel Lazlo. We have reason to believe he is being held on Deck 97 against his will. If you spot the colonel, do not attempt a rescue unless you can be assured of his safety. The lock-down is our primary objective here. Understood?”

“YES, SIR!”

“Good. Deploy your transport scramblers immediately after beam in, then get to work,” O’Neal said, readying his own rifle. He gave a nod to the marine standing at the transporter control console that had been put together for the occasion, tying in several of Waystation’s transporter systems. “Energize!”



DECK 97. 2230 HOURS



Business at the various establishments along the hidden concourse was already sprightly, even though the Waystation command crew hadn’t arrived for their evening shifts yet. New arrivals to the station (the ones with the contacts to know that Deck 97 had anything more to offer than quarters, anyway) couldn’t help but be intrigued by the prospect of having Starfleet officers serve and entertain them, and many of these newcomers were already milling about taking in the shows already in progress or playing a few hands of cards or spins of dabo.

The mood in the concourse abruptly changed as transporter beams began cascading all around, quickly coalescing into the forms of heavily-armed Federation Marines.

“Transport scramblers now!” Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal screamed as the marines leapt into action. “Everyone else, freeze! This deck is now under the control of the Federation Marine Corps. Do not move or…”

ZAAAAAAP!

A phaser blast sailed past O’Neal and slammed into the blast armor of a private standing a few feet away, knocking her to the deck.

“Dammit! I said freeze,” O’Neal shouted, spinning around and firing several blasts in the direction of their attacker as three other marines with him did the same. A black-suited guard groaned and fell to the floor, unconscious. “Now does anyone else feel like moving?”

Several patrons shook their heads quickly and dove to the ground.

“Transport scrambler deployed,” Corporal Sherwood reported.

“Sir! Sir!” Private Kintasa called from the door of the nearby strip club. “You’d better get in here.”

“Something good?” O’Neal asked eagerly, rushing over. He quickly caught himself and adjusted his stride. “I’m on my way.”



The casino floor erupted into utter chaos as Hodges and her team materialized. “Federation Marines. Nobody move,” she shouted as she pulled the transport scrambler out of her pack and set it up on the nearest poker table. “Copeland, guard the scrambler. Rogers, Blake, with me! Everyone else, secure this area!” Hodges, with Rogers and Blake in tow, charged toward a promising looking set of black double doors at the rear of the casino.

Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a flash of movement and dove for the deck, turning toward the movement with her rifle and firing as she went down. A phaser blast sailed over her head as her shot slammed into the attacking guard. Rogers and Blake ducked for cover behind the nearby gaming tables as six more guards streamed out from the double doors and ran for cover of their own.

“Take them down!” Hodges shouted, firing at the lone guard remaining at the doors. With him stunned, she scrambled to her feet and made a mad dash for the doors as Rogers and Blake laid down a barrage of cover fire.

Hodges felt the heat of several blasts sear behind her as she threw herself through the double doors and into the empty steel grey corridor beyond.



“You brought me in here for this?” Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal asked in disgust as he looked at the woman gyrating on the stage in a silver sequined evening gown. Her face was caked in white powder with large rouge circles on her cheeks as giant curls of platinum blond hair swayed back and forth in time with her awkward movements across the stage…not that her movements were in time with anything else.

The music sped up a bit, and so did the woman’s movements, her pelvis thrusting back and forth as though she were in some kind of epileptic fit.

“Uggh,” O’Neal groaned. “She is awful. And what the hell species is she? I’ve never seen a mustache like that on…oh my god.”

“Yes, sir,” Kintasa said.

The “woman” on stage began to slide the spaghetti straps of her dress down her shoulders revealing the freshly-shaven chest underneath.

“Colonel, stop!” O’Neal called.

The dress slid down to his waist.

“No, Colonel, no!”

And finally the dress hit the ground, leaving Lazlo prancing about madly in a pair of gold bikini briefs.

“FOR THE LOVE OF GOD, MAKE IT STOP!!!!”



Angela Thatcher’s pacing had practically turned into a flat- out run as she frantically moved around Garry’s office. “What’s the problem, Garry?” she demanded.

“I don’t know!” Garry snapped back, pounding commands into his console. “The transporters just won’t engage.”

“Must be that transport scrambler I dropped in the lobby,” Lieutenant Hodges said stepping through the office door, rifle at the ready. “Awfully sorry about that, folks.”

“Garry!” Angela said.

“The house just lost,” Hodges said. “Both of you move over here. Get on your knees, hands behind your heads.”

“GARRY!”

“Will you shut up?” Garry shouted. “I’m sick of listening to you! This is all your fault! You realize that, you stupid twit!”

“ME!” Angela screamed, turning on her brother. “You god damn…” Unable to control her anger anymore, Angela charged the desk, getting in front of Hodges in the process. In a flash, Garry yanked a phaser out of his desk drawer, stopping Angela in her tracks.

“Over there! Both of you!” Garry ordered, pointing at the wall with his free hand. “Drop the rifle.”

“Don’t be a twit, Garry,” Hodges said, keeping her rifle leveled on him. “I’ve got the bigger gun.”

“All that matters is who shoots first,” Garry replied with a cruel smile.

A phaser blast suddenly slammed into his side, dropping him instantly to the floor.

“Looks like I did,” Captain Lisa Beck said from the doorway, weapon in hand.

Hodges looked at her in shock. “What are you doing here?”

“It’s my station. I just couldn’t stay away. Besides, when was the last time I did anything you told me?”

“Never and still counting,” Hodges said with a chuckle.

“Um…does this mean I’m under arrest?” Angela asked.

“Oh yeah. Big time,” Beck said as Hodges pulled a pair of binders out of her pocket. “Present your hands to the nice lady with the big gun over there, and we’ll be on our way.”



“His name is Garry Thatcher,” Lieutenant Sean Russell said, pointing at the image on the monitor as he stood before the group gathered in the Operations conference room. “He arrived on the station about six months ago and settled into what we thought was just an ordinary existence as an assayer. Surprisingly enough, he never actually went to work for the assayers office. Instead, he set up his own business in an undeveloped section of Deck 97 catering to scum and lowlifes that pass through on freighters and such. The quarters on 97 aren’t used very often, so no one noticed the flow of people heading to that deck.”

Russell switched to the next image. “We still might not know about it if it weren’t for her. This is Angela Thatcher, Garry’s younger sister. She was trained as an optometrist, but she got bored checking peoples’ eyes for a living.”

“Imagine that,” Lieutenant Commander Porter muttered.

“We still have people around who are just optometrists?” Yeoman Tina Jones asked.

“Not many,” Dr. Nelson replied. “A general practitioner can handle most exams and minor issues. For any more than that, you’d need an opthamologist.”

“What does optometry have to do with anything?” Captain Beck asked impatiently.

“Angela knew Garry had his place here, so she decided to get in on the action by proving to him that she could help his business. Her idea was to use her eye scanning equipment, which had been modified with some pieces of Ktarian technology, to hypnotize the command crew into working for her and Garry. I checked the security logs, and it turns out that she came to you first, Captain.”

“I don’t remember her,” Beck said confused.

“There was no way you could have once she was finished with you. She told you she was setting up a shop on the station and offered you a complimentary eye exam, which you accepted. She planted several suggestions in your mind, one of which was to order the rest of the command crew to get examined by her.”

“Next thing you know, we’re all moonlighting on Deck 97,” Porter said.

“She was able to use her device to push our conscious minds aside leaving us open to following her suggestions,” Dr. Nelson continued. “If she would have asked us for classified information or anything that our conscious mind knew, we wouldn’t give it to her. But that’s not what they wanted us for anyway.”

“Lucky us,” Beck said. “But why not just go for full mind control?”

“First off, the device wasn’t capable of it,” Nelson explained. “And second, someone would probably notice if we started acting differently during the day.”

“Not that the sleep-deprived zombie routine was real subtle,” Lieutenant Hodges said.

“We’re just glad you noticed,” Beck said. “The important thing is the place is closed…for now.”

“What do you mean for now?” Colonel Lazlo snapped.

“I just got a proposal from Bradley Dillon to rent the entire facility down there. He promises to transform it into a classy casino and entertainment complex.”

“He probably knew about the place the entire time,” Porter said.

“Possibly,” Beck said. “But why didn’t WE know about it? They took over almost an entire quarter of a deck!”

Porter shrugged. “It’s a big station.”

“So I noticed. But I want you and Russell to check the entire place over just to make sure there aren’t any other businesses around we should know about. Okay?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Porter said, sinking a little deeper in his chair.

“Are we about done here?” Lazlo asked impatiently. “The perpetrators have been caught, and I’d really like to forget that any of this ever happened.”

“Agreed,” Captain Beck said. “Dismissed, everyone.”

Lazlo was up out of his chair in an instant.

“Just one more question, Colonel,” Beck said, causing Lazlo to turn around. There on the monitor, large as life, was an image of him clad only in the golden bikini briefs, frozen in mid-high kick with a big grin plastered on his heavily made-up face.

“Do you do parties?”






Prime of Your Life



Fourteen down; Sixteen more to go, Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter thought to himself as he trudged into the turbolift on Deck 64 and ordered it to take him to his next destination. On a facility the size of Waystation, there was bound to be the occasional mechanical issue or malfunction, but generally speaking Waystation ran fairly smoothly. Porter’s team of engineers was able to rotate jobs so that no one ever felt overwhelmed or driven into the deck plating by the workload. That was the normal way of things, anyway.

Today was definitely not normal. Currently, Porter and every other member of his staff was running around the station taking care of their assigned share of blown out power conduits. Repairing one power conduit every once in a while was expected. Thirty in one day was a pain in the butt.

The turbolift slowed to a halt a few decks later, and Joan Redding, a reporter for the Associated Worlds Network headquartered on Waystation, stepped on. Spotting Porter, she immediately broke into a smile. “Mall Level One,” she ordered then turned to Porter as the turbolift resumed its ascent. “There’s the man of the hour. Do you have a comment on the recent rash of power outages on board?”

“I didn’t realize our problems were worthy of making the AWN nightly news,” Porter replied.

“They aren’t,” Redding said. “I’m just being nosy.”

“You do a lot of that.”

“It’s in the job description. So what’s going on?”

Porter sighed. “We made an upgrade to the primary reactor that the reactor didn’t like. It’s expressed its displeasure by shorting out half the conduits on the station.”

“Sounds like fun.”

“Joyous.”

Redding patted him on the arm as the turbolift came to a stop at Starfleet Square Mall. “When you get finished, I’ll buy you a drink to take the pain away.”

“I don’t think there’s a drink big enough.”

Redding shrugged. “Wouldn’t hurt to try. See you later, Craig.” The reporter headed off into the mall concourse as the doors closed again.

Since when are we on a first name basis? Porter wondered. He didn’t have much more time to ponder anything as the turbolift almost immediately arrived at his destination: the Dillon Enterprises headquarters level.

“Fourteen down. Sixteen more to go,” Porter muttered, stepping out of the turbolift, engineering kit in hand.



Seated in the quiet solitude of his richly decorated office, Bradley Dillon stared at the ornate woodwork on his ceiling, lost in thought. One of his flagged search terms had brought back a hit today from the Starfleet Information Center, which published unclassified logs and reports from the various starships, starbases, and other Starfleet outposts around the galaxy.

Usually, this was just volumes and volumes of standard dreck. We mapped a star system, we watched a star collapse, we ran screaming from some new life form. Bradley had no interest in most of this material, but occasionally something of potential interest cropped up. A promising invention, a new species with incredible technology, and the like. Therefore, Bradley had the SIC records scanned daily looking for items of interest. Additionally, he had a few terms flagged of a more personal nature.

It was one of these terms that had shown up today. Actually it was a name rather than a term:

Leximas.

Three years earlier, Leximas had been a resident of Waystation and one of the few close friends Bradley had ever known. During a confrontation with a cult known as the Starshine Kids, Leximas’ physical body had been destroyed, but she continued to live on as a non-corporeal being on another plane of existence working for the entities known as the Directors. As such, she rarely returned to the universe Bradley knew; however, several months earlier she had appeared to Captain Lisa Beck to help her in defeating a being called the Selvan. Just a couple of weeks ago, Leximas had appeared to him, telling him of a battle to come. He had told no one of this visitation, but now it seemed that she had indeed returned again to assist the USS Explorer in its fight with a creature called Irma.

Irma. Somehow that didn’t sound very threatening. From Captain Baxter’s report, though, it seems that the battle with Irma was brutal and that Leximas appeared to have been killed.

Was that even possible? Had she passed from the physical to non-material planes only to be wiped out by this Irma being. That hardly seemed right. Two years earlier, Bradley had attempted to intercede on Leximas’ behalf by using a time pod built by a Dr. Derrick Azar to pull her out of harm’s way before her physical form could be killed. Unfortunately, he never even really got to make an attempt, since the pod blew up before he could get the chance. After that, the pod’s remains had been confiscated by Starfleet due to the laws concerning time travel and such and had since languished in the possession of Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter.

Porter. Porter. Gisele’s morning status report had mentioned Porter. Why was that? Bradley leaned forward and checked his deck console. Porter was scheduled to make a few repairs in the Dillon Enterprises complex today. How fortunate that the man who could give Bradley another chance at pulling Leximas through the time stream to safety had basically come right to him.

Bradley tapped a panel on his desk. “Gisele, I’ll be stepping out for a short time. Feel free to contact me if needed.”

“Of course, Mister Dillon,” Gisele’s voice replied crisply. With that, the billionaire entrepreneur rose from his desk and strode out of his office.

He found Lt. Cmdr. Porter a short time later as the engineer lay halfway inside an access panel in a corridor lined with Dillon Enterprises employee offices.

“Good morning, Mister Porter,” Bradley said warmly. “How goes the battle?”

“Wonderful,” Porter grunted back.

“I’m glad to hear it.”

Porter slid out of the hatch and looked up at the Dillon Enterprises CEO. “Why am I even here? Don’t you have people to handle this sort of thing?”

Bradley smiled. “But I’m renting this space from Starfleet,” he said. “Why should I incur the expense of a maintenance staff to deal with what is really your obligation as the lessor of this space.”

“Remind me to have you evicted,” Porter said, drawing a chuckle from Bradley. “At least someone’s amused,” Porter added.

“You can be very entertaining; however, there is another matter of far more importance that I wanted to discuss with you.”

“Can’t wait,” Porter muttered, climbing back into the access hatch.

“I wanted to know when I could have my time pod back,” Bradley said.

Porter immediately slid back out of the hatch. “Excuse me?”

“My time pod. You’ve had it in your possession for two years now. I think that’s plenty of time for whatever scans you needed to perform.”

“That thing isn’t exactly a replicator, you know. It’s a time machine, a WORKING time machine…at least it was.”

“Have you had any luck repairing the remaining components?” Bradley asked, ignoring Porter’s point entirely.

“You’re not getting it back, working or not,” Porter said. “Last I knew, there were some pretty clear rules about time travel, and I’m pretty sure giving time machines to power-hungry rich people was against all of them.”

“Is that your final word on the matter?”

“Yes. But if you want to take it up with Captain Beck, I’m sure she’d have a few more words to offer you.”

Bradley winced slightly, but quickly recovered himself. “I’ll take that under advisement.”

“You do that,” Porter said, sliding back into the hatch. “Bye bye now.”



Five hours later, with all of the conduits now repaired, Porter tossed his engineering kit onto his bed and stepped into his sonic shower. He’d more than earned a break. The question was what to do with his free time. Choice A was to fall into bed, but despite being fatigued, he didn’t really feel sleepy. Going to bed now would just royally screw up his sleep routine anyway.

Choice B was to head down to the mall and find some food. He’d been snacking out of replicators around the station all day, though, so he wasn’t really hungry. Also, he wasn’t sure that he was quite ready to take Joan Redding up on that drink offer should she spot him in the mall.

There was also a Choice C, something that had been nagging at him since his conversation with Bradley Dillon several hours earlier. What Porter hadn’t told Bradley was that the heart of the time pod had indeed been salvageable and that Porter was fairly sure it was now functional, or at least it would be when Porter made the last few connections. The idea of taking his mind off of the monotony of power conduit problems by tinkering with something far more interesting certainly had its appeal. And hiding out in his lab beat dealing with the crowds in the mall, some of whom would probably still be grousing about today’s power issues, not that they had anything to complain about. The interruptions were minor and the automatic systems instantly rerouted around most of the trouble areas. Porter wondered how they’d deal with a real power failure. Panic and mass hysteria most likely, which would then be followed by loads of complaining when the crisis had passed.

That final thought pretty much sealed it. He was going to the lab.



Science Lab Two, while technically open to all Starfleet Science personnel assigned to Waystation, was generally known to be Porter’s private domain. There were enough other labs on board that this was never really an issue. Instead, the crew was more than happy to give their Chief of Operations/Science Officer his own space in which to work.

Porter had no plans to turn down their offer and treated Science Lab Two practically as an extension of his own quarters. As such, he’d turned on some music (songs from a 22nd century popular music style called Xeno-rock due the inclusion of influences from the various alien cultures Earth was encountering in this era) and sat down at his work bench with a giant mug of coffee to see about putting the finishing touches on what he had dubbed the “temporal reactor” from the destroyed time pod. The reactor was attached to a small padd Porter had rigged to control the device. Now all that was left was to reconnect the leads from the internal power supply to the reactor’s core mechanism.

The big question was what to do once he got the thing working again. Technically, any activities that affected the time stream had to be cleared with Starfleet Sciences and Temporal Investigations, not that most captains did that when the issue arose. Still, in those situations, there was usually some kind of emergency going on. Here, Porter was just tinkering for no good reason, but he just couldn’t see wading through some bureaucratic morass to run a simple test.

All he planned to do was send a tricorder a few minutes into the future. If all went according to plan, it would reappear in the lab, but its chronometer would now be a couple of minutes slow. Was that really worth the reams and reams of forms he would need to fill out?

Nah.

He’d just run the test and be done with it.

After making the final connection, Porter placed a tricorder on the small platform he’d connected to the temporal reactor’s control leads. In the original time pod design, these leads had been connected to the pod itself and created the chronometric effect around whatever was inside the pod. With just a few leads connected to the platform, Porter would create the effect on a much smaller scale.

He made one final check of the tricorder’s chronometer, picked up his control padd, programmed in the destination time 5 minutes in the future, then activated the reactor.

Energies hummed in the device, and slowly the platform was shrouded in a swirling blue haze of chronometric particles, building and building until…

The particles suddenly exploded outward in a blinding flash of light. Porter reflexively shielding his face with the padd, then, once the effect had subsided, brought it back down, blinking furiously to clear his vision.

One thing instantly became obvious.

He wasn’t in his lab anymore.

Instead, he was in a dim room surrounded by cargo crates of some sort, various barrel-shaped containers, and assorted other chairs, tables, and discarded items. In front of him, though, was his work bench complete with the temporal reactor and tricorder. Evidently the chronometric reaction had grabbed a bit more than the tricorder, and this certainly wasn’t 5 minutes into the future. Honestly, he had no clue where this was, but he had no interest in staying.

Porter picked up the padd and tapped in the temporal coordinates of the time he left Waystation.

Nothing happened.

“Lovely,” Porter muttered, opening the temporal reactor. The power source was dead. Completely drained. “Just lovely.”

He let out a deep sigh and surveyed his surroundings. At least he’d appeared somewhere deserted so that he could take some time to get his bearings and plot his next move.

That thought vanished abruptly as an alert klaxon began to blare accompanied by a booming computer voice.

“ALERT! ALERT! CHRONOMETRIC INCURSION DETECTED! ALERT! ALERT! INTRUDER, REMAIN WHERE YOU ARE!”

Crap! Porter’s head darted back and forth, looking for a place to hide. There wasn’t one. He could make a break for the exit, but if forces were coming, why bother?

Porter decided that his best bet was to hide the temporal reactor and hope to make it back here some time later. He quickly snatched up the tricorder and slid it into his pocket then grabbed a couple of containers and put them on the work table, obscuring the device. With that done, he raced to the other side of the storage room. Almost as soon as he’d gotten in position, six figures materialized in an amazingly fast shower of molecules.

“Freeze!” the lead newcomer shouted, aiming his arm at Porter. Porter almost missed the small weapon barrel extending from a mount on his wrist. The other five newcomers, all clad in uniforms of angular black and grey sections had similar weapons trained on Porter.

“Frozen,” Porter said, putting his hands in the air.



He’d been beamed directly to an office of some sort. That was something of a good sign considering he very likely could have ended up in a brig. Porter had been left to his own devices for a few moments, but he decided that trying the door or pulling out his tricorder and running some scans would most likely be frowned upon by his captors. This left him with little to do but stare at the desk in front of him and the large white panel on the wall beyond it. Porter had a feeling that the panel was covering a window. Obviously, he wasn’t supposed to get a look outside. But what was outside? Where was he? Or when was he? Based on the transporter he’d just experienced and the look of the computer on the desk, he was guessing the future. Beyond that, it was hard to guess.

The office door suddenly slid open, allowing a tall uniformed man to enter. He stood a full head above Porter and had a head full of black hair that was slowly going gray around the temples.

“Lieutenant Commander Porter,” he said warmly as he strode into the office. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Commodore Theodore Ritter. Just call me Ted. Or Commodore. Or Ritter. Whatever you’re comfortable with. Sorry about the reception a few minutes ago, but you caught us by surprise.”

“Glad I wasn’t the only one,” Porter said, feeling slightly more relaxed as Ritter sat down across from him giving Porter a better look at the insignia pin he was wearing. It contained the familiar gold Starfleet delta, but it was sideways and tail-to-tail with another delta in silver with black filling in the space between the two.

Ritter chuckled. “Keeping your sense of humor. Glad to hear it. Not that I would have expected otherwise considering your profile.”

“My profile.”

“That’s why I was delayed for a bit. I wanted to read up on you before we met. The headquarters folks thinks it helps with the adjustment. You feeling adjusted?”

“Not yet.”

“Didn’t think so,” Ritter replied. “I’m sure you must have a mess of questions, so we’ll take things a step at a time. First off, let me ask one. How did you get here?”

“I’m not sure,” Porter said, quickly deciding that maybe full honesty wasn’t the way to go just yet. These people looked like they could be future Starfleet, but it could just as likely be a parallel universe. Or maybe even the future of a parallel universe. “We’d been having some power issues in our reactor. I think something must have affected something else I was near because I suddenly wound up here, wherever here is.”

“I’m sure it was a shock,” Ritter said sympathetically. “On the upside, there are worse places you could have ended up, like inside one of our reactors. That storage room was probably as good of a place as any, even if it didn’t give you the best first impression of our station.”

“So I’m still on a space station.”

“Oh yes. Actually, you’re still on Waystation. You’ve just missed the last 120 years or so.”

Porter coughed in shock. “One hundred and twenty YEARS?!?”

“And a touch more. As I said, there will be a bit of an adjustment. Would you like a look around?”

“Uh…sure?” Porter said hesitantly as Ritter waved him over to the covered window. Once Porter was there, Ritter tapped in a control code on a small keypad by the window, causing the white covering to instantly vanish revealing the view beyond.

Stretched out before Porter was a collection of saucer-shaped sections, any one of which looked larger than the current Waystation saucers. At that moment, Porter realized that they were slowly turning, revealing even more saucers.

“Welcome to Waystation Prime. The upper level has nine interconnected saucers,” Ritter explained. “And each of those have anywhere from one to seven saucers stacked below them. You’re actually on top of the original station right now.”

“This is Ops?” Porter asked.

“Not any more. That’s now in A-Column. We’ve converted this level into offices for researchers visiting the archives.”

“The archives?”

Ritter laughed. “I knew you’d have a lot of questions. Let’s take a walk. I’ll show you around a little.”



The commodore of Waystation Prime led Porter out of the office and into a small ring of a corridor surrounding the central turbolift tube. Out in the hall, two of Ritter’s subordinates silently fell into step behind them and followed the pair into the turbolift.

“Archives,” Ritter said, sending the turbolift into motion. “Generally we call this column of saucers the Old Quarter. The lower saucer of your original Waystation is now mostly storage and cargo bays, and the upper is the archive and the museums.”

“What kind of museums?” Porter asked.

“Well, the Dillon Consortium got its start here, so there’s a couple of decks dedicated to that. There are several others for things like Beta Quadrant expansion, the Multek Enclave, and that sort of thing.”

“Are the Multeks in the Federation now?”

Ritter frowned slightly. “Well…to be honest, they aren’t much of anywhere now. The whole bunch of ’em vanished close to twenty years ago, planets and all.”

“When did this happen? How is it even possible?”

“We’ll catch you up on future history later. As for that last question, if you figure it out, let me know,” Ritter replied with a shrug as the turbolift slowed to a halt.

As Porter expected, the archives were little more than a few rooms of computer terminals. Ritter offered to let Porter look up what had happened to his friends and family, but Porter refused. Something about that seemed oddly morbid.

Ritter actually seemed grateful not to have to spend the time waiting for Porter to do research, and quickly shuttled him out of the archives to more familiar surroundings.

“At least Starfleet Square Mall is still here,” Porter said with relief after stepping out of the turbolift and taking a good look around.

“Preserved forever as part of the History of Waystation exhibit,” Ritter replied.

“That would explain why nobody’s shopping,” Porter said, noting that they were the only ones in the mall at the moment.

“You want to see the current mall?” Ritter asked eagerly. He pinched one of the rank pips on his collar. “Ritter to transport control. Four to beam to New Starfleet Square. Energize.”

In an instant, Porter and the others dissolved in a torrent of particles only to reappear a split second later in a transporter alcove. A transparent wall and door in front of them revealed throngs of people milling back and forth in the concourse beyond.

“Please exit the alcove promptly,” a computer voice said while Ritter led Porter out the door and into the main mall concourse. Almost as soon as they’d left, another party of potential shoppers materialized in the alcove.

“Busy place,” Porter said, pushing himself up against a bit of wall to stay out of the way as beings milled about, many of which were of species he’d never seen before. He looked up…and up…his eyes finally stopping at the ceiling which was a skylight looking up at a bright sunny blue sky.

“We’ve got six decks of stores in a ring around Saucer-C of F-Column,” Ritter said. He followed Porter’s gaze to the ceiling. “Holographic ceiling to coincide with the station’s daily cycle. Sure it’s not the same as the arboretum complex in B-Column, but people seem to like it.”

“Uh huh,” Porter managed to reply, nodding numbly.

“You doing okay, there, Craig?” Ritter asked.

“Uh huh,” Porter repeated.

“Come on. I’ll buy you some lunch,” Ritter said, patting Porter on the back. “We’ve got an incredible Klingon steak house…unless you’d prefer Andorian. We’ve got a few McBaughb’s on board.”

“Steak’s good,” Porter said, trying to process. Did Ritter just say McBaughb’s?



Despite his initial trepidation, Porter quickly discovered that Klingon steak wasn’t bad at all. Of course, if anyone was going to know how to kill something and cook it over an open flame, it’d be the Klingons…not that the steak house used real meat. At least Porter didn’t think it was real. Who could be sure?

“You said this was Waystation Prime, right?” Porter said after he’d had a chance to calm down a little and start into his meal. Across the table from him, Ritter swallowed a bite of meat and nodded. “So there’s more than one now?”

“Absolutely,” Ritter said. “When you folks first got out here, this was the frontier. Well, frontiers don’t stay that way forever. Before too many years passed, the Federation’s borders extended well past Waystation into the Beta Quadrant. This was still a major port of call along the route, though, so this place just grew while other Waystations were opened up farther out. We lost the first Waystation-3 in a war, and there was that nasty black hole incident with Waystation-7, but Waystation Prime’s been here all along. We have you and your colleagues to thank for getting this legacy started.”

“That’s nice of you to say, and I don’t want to seem ungrateful for the time you’ve spent showing me around, but why are you telling me this?” Porter asked.

“Pardon me?” Ritter asked confused.

“What about the sanctity of the timeline and not letting me know about the future. Are memory wipes that good now?”

“Memory wipes,” Ritter said with a hearty laugh. “Why would we…” He stopped as a thought occurred to him. “Ohhh. I see the problem now. You don’t know about… Listen, Craig, the reason I can tell you everything about the future is that you’re not going back.”

Porter stared at Ritter in stunned silence. “Huh?” he said finally.

“Temporal Prime Directive. If someone shows up from the past, they stay here. Saves a lot of trouble.”

“That would explain the guards,” Porter said, nodding his head at the pair of officers at the next table that had followed them all the way from the Old Quarter.

“Them? No. They’re here to keep curious people from this time away from you. Your uniform is a dead giveaway that you ain’t from around here.”

“So I’m just supposed to settle in here and not try to get home.”

“Why would you want to go back? We can tell you everything you missed.”

“My life is there.”

“You can have one here as well,” Ritter said, smiling kindly. “I’m not going to lie to you. It may be difficult at first, but I think you’re going to see that the 26th century has a lot to offer.”

Porter didn’t respond. What was there to say? And he certainly couldn’t make a break for it. He had no clue how to get back to the storage room where the temporal reactor was, and even if he got there, he didn’t have a new power source for it. What he needed was time. Maybe he could play along for a while until he found an appropriate power source. Then he could slip back to the storage room and hope like hell that the temporal reactor hadn’t been found in the meantime.

No way. Too risky.

Porter’s mind raced, going over the situation again. Wait a second…there was another possibility. He could escape now, and all it would take was his tricorder and a moment of opportunity.



He finished his meal while letting Ritter chatter on about Waystation Prime’s various amenities and how happy Porter would be in the future. For his part, Porter spent most of his time nodding a lot and smiling occasionally to make Ritter think that he was actually impressed. Okay. To be perfectly honest, he was impressed, but that didn’t mean that he was ready to leave everything he’d ever known behind. Sure, his love life was non-existent in the 24th century, but there was no reason to believe that future women would like him any better. He’d be 120 years out of style, and his science and engineering knowledge would be 120 years out of date.

He was going home. That was all there was to it.

After the meal, Commodore Ritter took Porter back out into the mall with the promise of showing him the largest Dillon’s, formerly known as Dillon’s Supply Depot, in the galaxy. According to Ritter, the Dillon Consortium had dropped the Supply Depot part of the name a few decades earlier because it didn’t sound upscale enough.

Ritter had just finished this explanation when their little group walked passed just the thing Porter needed. Catching Ritter and their two chaperones off-guard, Porter suddenly made a break for a transporter alcove.

Dashing inside, he shoved a trio of slime-covered slug-like things off of the transporter pad. “Arboretum. B-Column,” he ordered, remembering Ritter’s comment about its location.

An instant later, he was standing in a grassy clearing surrounded by towering leafy trees. Porter raced into the trees, yanking his tricorder out of his pocket as he went. Based on what had happened with the temporal reactor, Porter concluded that he was still probably soaked in chronometric radiation. If he could excite those particles enough, he should be able to instigate a small time jump. It wouldn’t be much, no more than a day most likely, but the Waystation Prime people wouldn’t be expecting it. Also, he now knew to get himself into hiding as quickly as possible as soon as he arrived at his new time.

Tricorder alterations complete, Porter stopped and aimed the device at himself. He just had to hope that the energy now leeching from the tricorder would set off the chronometric particles before Ritter and friends nabbed him with a transporter.

The tricorder hummed louder and louder and louder.

Then Porter vanished…



…and just as abruptly reappeared in the exact same spot, this time, though, he found himself directly in front of a grey-haired human woman.

“Oh my!” she exclaimed, lurching backwards. Porter recovered from his time jump quickly enough to grab the woman’s arm and steady her before she could topple to the ground.

“Sorry I scared you,” Porter said, getting ready to break into a run.

“But…how did you?” the woman stammered in a slight British accent.

“I’ve got to go.”

“Why?”

The Waystation Prime computer answered the question for him. “ALERT! ALERT! CHRONOMETRIC INCURSION DETECTED! ALERT! ALERT! INTRUDER, REMAIN WHERE YOU ARE!”

“That’s why,” Porter said, starting to move.

“Wait! I can help you,” the woman said, latching onto his arm with one hand as she tapped a small decorative broach on her flowered blouse. “Computer, retrieve.”

In another instant, Porter and the woman were transported into the living area of a small set of quarters. “There,” the woman said, settling into a cozy looking armchair. “You should be safe now.”

“Um…thanks. But…er…why did you help me? You don’t know a thing about me.”

“True, but now you can relax and tell me all about yourself. As for why I helped you, you looked like a nice young man, a nice man in a rather old Starfleet uniform, I might add. You seemed like you would have a most entertaining story for a lonely old woman.”

“You’re sure they can’t find me here?” Porter asked nervously, looking around.

“They’re probably still combing the arboretum. Just relax and have a seat,” the woman replied, gesturing to another arm chair opposite hers. “Now let’s start at beginning. What’s your name?”

“Craig. Craig Porter.”

“Hello, Craig. My name is Rosalyn.”



It was hard to escape the feeling that he should be doing something other than relaxing in the company of a perfectly pleasant older woman; however, Rosalyn had encouraged Porter to stay with her for the moment while the Waystation Prime crew ran around in circles. Eventually, she told him, they would come to the conclusion that the Chronometric Incursion alert was simply due to a temporal echo caused by Porter’s disappearance a few days earlier.

A few days. He’d obviously underestimated how much chronometric radiation the temporal reactor had doused him with. With that much time gone, how could he be sure that the reactor was even still in the storage room? He couldn’t. Not until he took his leave of Rosalyn and went searching through the Old Quarter. Rosalyn, however, did not seem to be very interested in letting her guest leave.

“Any children, Craig?” she asked kindly as Porter fidgeted in his seat.

“No, ma’am. Not yet.”

“Married?”

“No.”

“Seeing someone?”

“Afraid not.”

“Ah,” Rosalyn said, obviously disappointed. “Well, don’t get discouraged, lad. I’m sure the right lady will come along soon enough.”

“You never know.”

“So when exactly are you from, if I can ask?”

Porter paused for a moment. Surely telling someone about the past wasn’t a big deal. His life was probably a matter of record. She could just go look him up if she wanted. “It was Stardate 54762 when I left. You are still using Stardates, aren’t you?”

“Oh yes,” Rosalyn replied smiling. “While many things have changed over the years, I think you’ll find enough to make you feel comfortable here.”

“No offense, but I don’t plan on staying,” Porter said. “As soon as I get a chance, I’m heading home.”

“So you have a time machine?”



“Sort of. It needs some repairs, but I didn’t think Commodore Ritter would give me the chance if he knew about it,” Porter said.

“Probably not. Time travel is rather tightly controlled. I assume you’ve hidden your device somehow.”

“Not as well as I’d like, but they’ll have a heck of time finding it with all the crap that’s in that storage room.”

“I doubt they even know to look,” Rosalyn replied, lost in thought. She smiled a few seconds later. “Your device was leaking chronometric radiation, wasn’t it? That’s how you could jump in time without actually having the device with you. You still had enough radiation on your person to cause a jump when the particles were excited, which you did with your tricorder. Very clever, Mister Porter.”

“I do what I can in a pinch. Honestly, though, I shouldn’t be here at all. I was only trying to send the tricorder five minutes ahead when…” Porter trailed off as his mind was taken over by cascade of nagging questions that led him to one inescapable conclusion. He fixed his gaze on Rosalyn.

“You knew I was going to reappear there, didn’t you?” Porter said, rising from his chair. “You even knew when. How did you know that? Who are you?”

“Don’t be silly, dear. I’m Rosalyn. I was just out for a stroll when you showed back up. Just sit down and relax.”

“I don’t think so,” Porter said. “Even in my century, we can detect the use of a transporter. And since you beamed us within the station, there should be logs. This wouldn’t take long to put together. Why aren’t I in custody?”

“Craig…”

“You’re either working with them or blocking them somehow,” Porter said, backing toward the door.

“Don’t go out there,” Rosalyn warned, getting up from her chair.

“Thanks for the hospitality, but I think I’ve told you plenty. All I want to do is go home. Just let me go home.”

The doors opened, allowing Porter to step out into the corridor.

An instant later, he vanished in a spiral of swirling energies.

“Oh…Bugger all!” Rosalyn shouted.



At first, judging by the various monitors and screens around him, Porter assumed that he’d been transported to the Ops of Waystation Prime, but something was wrong. First off, faint as it was, Porter could feel the thrum of engines beneath his feet. He was on a ship. The main viewscreen was not showing space, though. Instead, it was a holographic diagram of various intersecting lines. Porter had no clue what they meant.

The big things that tipped Porter off that something had changed were the uniforms of the blond woman and the Cardassian male that stepped up to the pad at the rear of this bridge (at least he assumed it was a bridge) where he’d materialized. For one thing, there was a lot more black in them, but the right part of each tunic was colored indicating department role. Another clue was that the insignia badge was different. The delta was still sideways, but instead of it being two of them end to end, there was only one, with a rounded shape at the end.

“Where’s the time machine?” the blonde woman demanded, holding her hand out.

“He doesn’t have it on him,” a Bajoran woman reported from a nearby console.

“Are you sure, Barys? Then how…lingering chronometric radiation. He caused the second jump himself.”

“Um…who are you people?” Porter asked.

“Carrek,” the Blond snapped.

“Of course. Welcome to the Federation Time Ship Flux Capacitor, Mister Porter,” the Cardassian said. “This is Captain Lornstrum. I am Commander Carrek.”

“Time ship?” Porter asked.

“How did you get away from the arboretum?” Lornstrum demanded, pacing back and forth quickly.

“I got beamed out,” Porter said. “When did we get time ships?”

“You’re in what you would consider the 29th century,” Carrek explained. “Things have changed a great…”

“Who beamed you out?” Lornstrum asked, words coming fast as she cut Carrek off.

“A woman. Her name was Rosalyn.”

“Bain! Rosalyn Bain!” Lornstrum shouted. “Dammit! If that woman doesn’t stay out of things that don’t concern her, I’m… Where’s the time machine?”

“Why should I tell you?” Porter said.

“Do you want to go home?” Lornstrum replied.

“You can send me back to Waystation?”

“Of course. You turn the time machine over to me, and I’ll send you back.”

“Why should I give it to you?”

“That’s the deal, Porter. We’ll send you to Waystation Prime to retrieve the device. Once you have it, we’ll recall you here, then send you to your own time.”

“I don’t get it,” Porter said. “Obviously, you can already travel in time. Why do you need my device?”

“I don’t, but your century can’t have technology like that. You people do enough damage to the time stream as it is. I’m not about to make it any simpler for you.”

“What if I say no?”

“Then you stay here,” Lornstrum said. “We can wait for you to change your mind.”

“I could escape.”

Lornstrum laughed. “You’re on a ship in the middle of space in the 29th century. Where are you going to go?”

Porter thought about this for a moment. “All right. You’ve got me there.”

“So we have a deal?”

“Yeah. I’ll get the device, then you send me home.”

“Exactly.”

“We can’t do that, Captain,” Barys said. “According to the timeline, he never returns to Waystation.”

Lornstrum spun to face the Bajoran officer, her face full of fury. “Why did you tell him that?” she demanded angrily.

“It’s right here,” Barys said, looking back at her console. She frowned, confused. “At least it was. His timeline is in flux now.”

“Of course it is, you nanobrain! By telling him he doesn’t go back, you made it so he could go back! For all we know, you just changed the history of the universe by making it so he does something to get home when he wasn’t supposed to!”

“Or perhaps, you just set time on its proper course by seeing to it that he does return,” Carrek offered. “One can never tell with these things.”

“Wait,” Porter said. “Am I going home or not?”

“I guess so,” Lornstrum said unhappily. “But only if you bring me that time machine. Now where is it?”

“In the storage room where I first appeared on Waystation Prime.”

“Check the records and see where that is,” Lornstrum ordered Barys. “And try not to screw up the timeline again while you’re at it!”

Barys, fighting back the urge either to cry or punch Lornstrum, did as she was told and soon had the temporal and physical coordinates of the storage room. Meanwhile, Porter was given some civilian garb appropriate to the 26th century, just in case he should be spotted by anyone from the era while searching if the temporal reactor had been moved from the storage room.

“Um…this is nice and all,” Porter said, looking at his new outfit. “But won’t I set off another Chronometric Incursion Alert as soon as I arrive?”

Lornstrum snorted derisively. “They can’t detect our technology,” she said, then, without so much as a “nice meeting you,” Lornstrum ordered Porter back onto the temporal transport pad and had him sent off on his assignment.



Rather than ending up in the Waystation Prime storage room, Porter discovered that he’d ended up on some kind of circular platform surrounded by a cylinder of pale energy. Just outside of the cylinder, he could make out the form of a yellowish- green skinned alien with mottled skin wearing a red jumpsuit or uniform of some kind.

“Do you mind?” an annoyed voice said from beside Porter. He turned and found himself face-to-blur with the distorted image of a man. At least Porter assumed it was a man from his voice. Porter tried to touch him, but his hand passed right through.

“I’m trying to talk to my minion,” the man finished.

“MINION?” the mottled alien protested angrily.

“Oh, shut up, Silik!”

“Sorry about this,” Porter said. “I’m not supposed to…”

And suddenly he was back on the bridge of the Flux Capacitor.

“Again, Barys!” Lornstrum said scowling. “And don’t screw it up!”

An instant later, Porter was once again hurtling through time.



This time, as promised, Porter appeared inside the cluttered storage room where he’d left the temporal reactor, at least he hoped it was the same cluttered storage room. Who knew how many of those things there were on Waystation Prime? He froze in place for a few moments, waiting for the Chronometric Incursion alarm to start blaring again. It didn’t. The 29th century people were two-for-two so far this trip.

Reasonably confident that his arrival hadn’t been noticed, Porter made his way toward the workbench that had been dragged forward in time with him. There it was. Right where he’d left it. The temporal reactor was another story.

“Rosalyn,” Porter muttered, seeing the empty space where his ticket home used to be. He was going to have to find her. Hopefully, she was still on Waystation Prime. Finding her on the station would be difficult enough. He didn’t want to have to expand his search to the entire 26th century Federation. Now what did Lornstrum say Rosalyn’s last name was? Oh yeah.

“Computer, where is Rosalyn Bain?”

“Rosalyn Bain is in her quarters.”

Good start. “Where are her quarters?”

“Saucer-D. H-Column. Deck 34. Room J-3498. Do you wish to transport to this destination?” the computer replied.

Wow. Now this was service. “Yes,” Porter said. He was whisked away to the corridor directly outside J-3498 before the sound of his response completely faded from the air.

Porter tapped the door chime.

“Just a moment,” Rosalyn voice called sweetly from inside the quarters. The doors slid open a few moments later, revealing Rosalyn, who was now dressed in a completely black suit, smiling warmly. If she was surprised to see Porter, she didn’t show it. “Craig! Come in, dear boy,” she said, standing aside for Porter to enter.

“I hope I’m not interrupting, Ms. Bain,” Porter said darkly as he spotted the temporal reactor blinking away happily on the room’s small dining table. Rosalyn had evidently replaced the burnt out power supply.

“Nonsense. I’m going to be heading home soon, that’s all. And it’s Mrs. Bain, but please, call me Rosalyn.”

“So you don’t live here.”

“No no. I have quarters here. Occasionally I come aboard to teach a few sections at the Academy Annex, so it’s nice to have my own space.”

“I’m sure the privacy helps when your stealing things from people,” Porter replied. “I’ve come for the time machine.”

“I know. I was waiting for you.”

“You knew I’d be back?” Porter asked, letting a bit of his confusion show through.

“Those 29th century wankers grabbed you as soon as you stepped out of my quarters earlier. That’s why I didn’t want you to leave. They couldn’t get you in here. This space is protected.”

“But they said their technology was superior to this century’s.”

“Most of it,” Rosalyn said enigmatically. “But let me guess. They told you to hand the time machine over to them, and then they’d send you home, right?”

“That’s the deal,” Porter admitted.

“How about I give you the same deal?”

“Why should I trust you? You lied to me before.”

“True, but I actually care about getting you home, and I’m quite positive that your friends in the future don’t. Really I am working toward the same goal as they are: keeping this technology out of the hands of people who aren’t ready for it. I will complete that task; however, I’d prefer to do it with you safely back where you belong.”

“I don’t get it,” Porter said. “If you’re so determined to protect the universe from this technology, why do I matter to you?”

Rosalyn smiled sadly. “Because you just want to go home. You may not have a wife or children waiting for you at the moment, but there are people, your friends and family, who will want you back. If I can prevent them from feeling your loss and the pain of not knowing what’s happened to you, I will because its the most horrible torture imaginable. A couple of months ago my husband and a boy I love like my own son went to the Andromeda Galaxy, and they haven’t been heard from since. No one knows what’s become of them, and there’s not a bloody thing I can do to bring them back to their home. But I can send you to yours. It’s not much, but maybe the scales of karma will balance and bring my family back to me.” Rosalyn quickly turned away as her voice betrayed just the slightest quiver. “Can I make you some tea?”

“Sure,” Porter said softly. The older woman busied herself with an actual kettle off to the side of the room as Porter took another look at the temporal reactor. She had already punched in the coordinates for his return to Waystation right down to putting him in Science Lab Two. And she had a point. Did anyone really need the ability to travel in time so easily? The temporal reactor could lead to all kinds of disasters. It was probably best to be rid of it.

“Here you are,” Rosalyn said, bringing Porter over a steaming cup of fragrant tea.

“Thanks,” Porter said, taking a sip. “To be honest, after all that’s happened today, drinking this is downright comforting.”

“Good. Take your time with it. I’ll get you home whenever you’re ready.”

“No offense to you or your kind hospitality, but the sooner the better,” Porter replied, chugging the rest of the liquid in one gulp. “Thank you very much.”

“You’re more than welcome,” Rosalyn replied, picking up the control padd for the temporal reactor. “Just pick up that little platform that the leads run to,” she said. “I think the effect should be a bit more focused this time.”

“I hope so; otherwise, we may both be taking this trip,” Porter said, taking the metal disc-shaped platform into his hands. “I’m all set. Goodbye, Rosalyn. And thanks again.”

“Safe journey, Craig.” Rosalyn gave him another warm smile, then activated the temporal reactor. An instant later, Porter was gone, leaving only the platform, which clattered back to the table beside the reactor.

Rosalyn set down the control padd and activated a small comm screen built into the sleeve of her black outfit. “This is Bain. Assignment complete. I will be returning with the item shortly.” Section 31 Agent Rosalyn Bain then closed the channel and set about packing up her prize for transport.



Porter knew he was home the instant he appeared. This was the familiar confines of Science Lab Two all right, just as he remembered it…well except for that big empty space where his work bench used to be. Oh well. He’d just get another one.

His happiness at being home was abruptly interrupted by a blood-curdling scream. Porter spun around and saw Lieutenant Sean Russell, Waystation’s Chief of Security, standing behind him and gasping for breath.

“Don’t do that!” Russell shouted.

“What?” Porter said.

“Appear like that. Where the hell have you been? We detected some kind of energy surge down here 20 minutes ago, and you were gone. I came down here and…wait. What’s with that outfit?” Russell asked, looking at Porter’s odd attire.

“It’s from the future,” Porter said grandly.

“Yeah right.”

“It is! I fixed the temporal reactor from Bradley’s time pod and went…I went…” Porter trailed off. Where had he been exactly? It was the future, but why couldn’t he remember the details? They were so clear a moment ago. A light dawned.

“The tea! The damn tea!” Porter exclaimed.

“What tea?” Russell asked confused.

“She slipped me a mickey!”

“She who?”

“I can’t believe this. I trusted her!”

“Who’s her?” Russell demanded.

Porter opened his mouth to respond, but no words came out. He could see her in his mind…sort of. The image was fading fast. In an impotent fury, Porter cried out the one name he could remember.

“BAIN!!!!”




Wherever You Will Go



Commander Walter Morales -



Is it possible to feel pain, real physical pain, at the mere sight of someone?

Is it possible for a longing to fill you so thoroughly that you actually ache?

Is it possible to be in a place surrounded by thousands of people and yet feel utterly alone?

Yes.

I live it every day. Every time I see Lisa Beck. And how can I not see her when we work so closely together?

Would I want to go through a day without seeing her?

No.

So I live with the pain.

Everyday I am with her. I’m watching her walk around Ops. I’m watching that long red hair sway across her back. I’m listening to her voice giving orders or telling a joke. I’m seeing that smile and those eyes, and the pain worsens.

Sometimes she steps over to my console to check on some station matter or another. There she’ll be, right beside me, just a few centimeters away. I can feel the heat radiating off of her. I can smell her hair, the slightly floral fragrance of her shampoo. I can smell her perfumes, ranging day to day from the botanical to the musky. Her presence is overwhelming.

All I want to do is reach out and touch her.

But I can’t.

She’s not mine to touch.

We are Captain and First Officer. Nothing more.

And day by day I learn to live with the pain.





Lieutenant Sean Russell -



He glares at me from inside of his cell, smarting from his wounded pride and the solid right I gave to his jaw. Kerakik thought he had the perfect plan, the perfect way to smuggle contraband right under our noses.

Not on this station, pal.

We’re a community here, and when station residents catch wind of something, they report it to me. We don’t need your kind here, bud. Our residents want a clean, safe station, free of your element.

If only the residents had picked up on that casino deck a few weeks ago. Oh well. No sense dredging that up. Better to focus on the here and now. Kerakik is in a cell, and his shipment of chikigo powder is locked away in the evidence room until he and it can be shipped off to a Federation Legal Affairs Facility.

I should be proud. Wait, I am proud. It’s hard to keep the smug grin off my face as Kerakik snarls at me, but there’s the nagging thought at the back of my head.

What’s it going to matter?

That third pip won’t be any closer.

Sometimes I think I could go outside with nothing more than a spacesuit and a hand phaser and hold off a Borg cube, and I still wouldn’t see my name on a promotion list.

What’s a guy got to do to make Lieutenant Commander around here anyway?





Yeoman Tina Jones -



Another satisfied customer leaves my office. At least I hope he was satisfied. He seemed to be anyway. It’s hard to tell with Vulcans. Klingons may be a bit scary when you first meet them, but they’ll generally give you a big toothy smile and a loud laugh when you’ve given them what they want. I actually think I kind of like them.

I meet a lot of different people doing what I do. Ships come in all the time, and I’m the one who welcomes them, gets them oriented, and helps them find what they need. I guess I’m the station’s ambassador, which is pretty neat, especially considering I had no idea what “liaison officer” meant when I first heard it.

I’ve been lucky. Very lucky. I didn’t know what I was in for when I left home and enlisted in Starfleet. They could have put me anywhere. Instead I got assigned to the Secondprize. Sure it wasn’t anything fancy or high-profile, but I didn’t need that. Really, the Secondprize was…nurturing. I even got to sit in the command chair once.

Waystation is…well…it’s home now. It’s like a town, Captain Beck’s the mayor, Walt’s her deputy mayor, Sean is the Chief of Police, Dr. Nelson is the town doctor, Craig keeps everything running, and Colonel Lazlo…I don’t know what he is, but I’m the Chamber of Commerce. New in town, come see me. I’ll get you information about whatever you need.

Everyday, I help people from all over the quadrant. These folks have been more places than I can even dream of, yet they’re coming to me when they need something.

Not too shabby for a girl from Odala Two.





Joan Redding -



Oblivious.

Completely oblivious.

Is this a general man thing or just specific to him?

I’ve talked to him. I’ve been to the food court with him. I’ve invited him to have a drink. I just don’t know how much more plain I can make things.

When the hell is Craig Porter going to ask me out?





Morales -



It wasn’t supposed to be this way. I didn’t come to Waystation looking to fall in love with my commanding officer. What a ridiculous statement to make. Of course, I didn’t expect it. I didn’t even want to come here. I was in charge of a shuttlebay. How did that make me qualified to be first officer of a space station? Yet here I am.

And here she is.

The funny thing is that we were on the Secondprize together for years before Waystation even existed, and I didn’t give her a second thought.

Now she’s almost all I think about.

Back on the Secondprize, we lived in different worlds. She was a bridge officer and associated with the command crew. My friends were shuttle pilots and the Operations staff. I knew who she was, of course, but romantic notions never crossed my mind.

Now I would do anything for her, not that it would matter. There’s already a man in her life, and I’m not him. I’m not even close.

She has Phillip Harper.

Honestly, as much as I want to, I can’t hate him. He’s a good guy. It’d be easier if he was some kind of slimy bastard, but Lisa wouldn’t put up with someone like that. Lisa would kick him straight out the nearest airlock.

No, Phillip Harper is a good guy. He’s rich, he runs his own business, he’s charismatic, he’s a snappy dresser, he’s intelligent, and a great conversationalist. As I said, it’s hard to hate him. It’s even harder to compete against him.

Compete? Ha! How can I compete with that? How could anyone compete with someone like that? Of course, Lisa doesn’t even consider me to be in the competition. There is only Phillip. He’s everything she ever wanted.

Worst (or best) of all he makes Lisa happy.

You should see the grin she breaks into whenever he comms her in Ops. It’s breathtaking. I don’t usually get to see her that happy when she’s dealing with command. But the sound of his voice is all it takes to bring out that amazing smile.

I love seeing her smile. Who wouldn’t?

But I know it’s all because of him.

Lisa has finally found the man for her.

I should be pleased. I want her to be happy, right?

Yes. I do. And part of me is happy for her.

It’s the other 95% of me that’s the problem.

She looks so content as she and Phillip stroll through the mall together or eat dinner together. She practically glows.

Whenever I see them, I can’t take my eyes off of her. So beautiful. So happy. Positively radiant.

Meanwhile, I ache.





Captain Lisa Beck -



Phillip lays beside me in bed, fast asleep, a contented half- smile on his face. Unconsciously I reach out for him. I run my hand along his naked arm, feeling the contours of his flesh. He’s here, really here, and not just a dream.

Sleep hasn’t exactly been my friend lately. The Selvan first approached me in my dreams. It took Morales in his. Then we had that bastard using us as free labor for his casino while we thought were snug in our beds. Maybe all that’s why I’m having trouble sleeping now.

Sure. You keep on telling yourself that, Lisa.

Fine.

You got me.

Truth is, I’m afraid.

I’m afraid I’m going to wake up tomorrow, and Phillip will be gone.

I already lost him once. I don’t think I can do it again.

But a part of me feels it’s inevitable. Mom and Dad died. My sister hasn’t spoken to me in years. And then Phillip…

It doesn’t matter. I got him back.

For now.

How long until he leaves, one way or another? How long until he decides that running his network from Waystation isn’t what he wants to do? How long until he decides he’d be far better off on Earth or Alpha Centauri?

It’s going to happen, part of me warns. Someday he’s going to leave.

Will he ask me to come with him?

Will I go?





Morales -



I kissed her once.

Looking back on it, I almost can’t believe it happened. She wasn’t responsive to me at all, but still I remember the feel of my lips against hers, the feel of my body pushed against her for those few moments.

It was as far as our relationship will ever go.

I don’t know exactly what I was thinking at that moment. Did I think she would suddenly melt into my arms in the realization that I was who she’d wanted all of her life?

Partially. I’ve read too many books and seen too many holovids not to have had that somewhere in the back of my mind.

More likely, though, I was just scared. Scared that she would be killed by the Multeks and I would never see her again. It was my last chance to be close to her.

The words ‘pathetic desperation’ spring to mind.

I guess it was all I had left. She wouldn’t let me beam down in her place. Once again the ‘you’re the best pilot’ curse came back to smack me. I would have gone. I would have gladly taken on all of Multos Prime if it would have kept her safe. But that’s not how Lisa Beck works. She didn’t want to die, but she wasn’t about to send me down there instead.

Lisa does things her way, and, right or wrong, I follow her.

Whether she loves me or not, I follow her.

Even if it hurts me, I follow her.

I can’t imagine it being any other way.





Jones -



Most days Odala Two feels like it was in another life. Someone else’s life. Or maybe a past life like the Yynsians have. It certainly wasn’t me there, not the me I am now anyway.

The only reason there is still a colony on Odala Two is that the people who live there are too stubborn to admit that the place is a miserable wasteland. That’s my family for you.

The story, and boy did I hear this one a lot growing up, was that my great-grandfather had brought his brothers, sisters, and a few friends along with all of their families to Odala Two because he was convinced that it a gold mine just waiting for some enterprising folks to stake their claim. Well, not a gold mine really. Who would want a gold mine now?

Odala Two actually had hucaricite and tons of it. My family mined and continues to mine the stuff. The only downside is that almost no one wants it. The Axanarans use it in some of their factories for something…I have no idea what, so they’re really our only customers.

So now you’ve got a colony of just over 200 people, most of whom I’m related to, mining some rocks nobody wants just because my great-grandfather thought it was a good idea.

If Mom and Dad ever heard me say that, they’d be crushed. But it’s true. I couldn’t stay there. I just couldn’t. Mom gave me the whole family tradition, legacy, and roots talk when I told her I wanted to join Starfleet. As bad as this sounds, I just didn’t care. Sometimes family traditions are stupid! And eighteen years on that rock was enough for me.

Honestly, I think Dad understood. He may even have wanted me to go, not that he’d ever say so. He couldn’t if he wanted a happy life on Odala Two. The others would rip him apart if he openly supported someone who was leaving the colony.

So I left alone, without a big send-off or anything. I didn’t care. I was just excited to be going somewhere, anywhere different.

That was almost six years ago.

I haven’t been back.

Mom and Dad, mainly Dad, send comms every once in a while, and I’ve invited them to the station. So far, they haven’t come. I doubt they will. Visiting me would be like admitting that they support my decision to leave. I’d like them to see my home, though.

It’s big, a bit crazy, and sometimes I think I’m in way over my head, but Waystation is where I want to be. It’s where my life is and where my friends are.

Now if only a certain friend could stop fixating on what he can’t have and realize what’s right in front of him.





Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter -



Did you ever get the feeling that the universe was trying to tell you something?

Everywhere I turn now, I seem to see her. If I were a more paranoid guy, I’d think Joan Redding was stalking me.

She’s just as abrasive and snappish as ever, but at least I don’t think she’s out to kill me anymore. We’re civil, and, on occasion, I actually find myself enjoying talking to her. How scary is that?

Actually, I suppose it’s a good thing, since I see her all over the station. The mall, the turbolifts, the corridors. She’s officially hit omnipresent status.

I’m actually starting to look forward to running into her. Sure she’s got that driven journalist thing going on most of the time, but when she relaxes and lets her guard down a bit she’s really very…pretty.

Oh no.

You’ve got to be kidding me?

Am I attracted to her? To Joan Redding, AWN’s chief pain in our collective asses?

Nah. It’s ridiculous. I refuse to believe it.

I wonder what she’d say if I asked her to dinner…





Russell -



I never really thought it would turn out this way, not that I gave it much thought at all. Still, when I made Lieutenant at McKinley Station, I just kind of assumed I’d hit Lieutenant Commander in no time.

That was eight years ago.

I guess it could be worse. I could still be an Ensign. Can you imagine that? Head of an entire department and still an Ensign? That’d be enough to make you want to reach for a phaser and blow your own brains out.

So being Lieutenant Russell isn’t quite that bad, but it’s enough to get me down sometimes. All I want is that third pip. Is that so much to ask? What’s the problem here?

I think I know the answer.

Me.

I’m the problem.

Every time I do something that could get me that pip I almost immediately turn around and do something to screw it up.

Case in point, I’m now looking at an empty cell. Kerakik is gone. Turned out that one of his cufflinks was an emergency transport beacon. As soon as we lowered the cell forcefield to take him for his arraignment comm, he activated the beacon and vanished. Craig was able to figure out what departing ship he beamed to, and we put an alert out. As usual, he’s looking out for me.

But I’m still looking at an empty cell.

I should have scanned him more thoroughly when I booked him. Sure I found the blaster and his personal comm unit, but I didn’t even think that he might have something else on him.

At least we still have the chikigo in the evidence room. If we’d lost that, I probably would be an Ensign again.

It wasn’t so bad on McKinley Station or the Secondprize because I just didn’t care that much. I did my job, but I never let it get in the way of the rest of my life. When I wanted to have fun, I had fun. I probably developed a bit of a reputation, and it’s followed me from assignment to assignment. I’ve been on Waystation for almost five years now, and it’s still with me.

That’s it! From this moment on, I am going to be Mister Security. No more mistakes. Not a single screw-up.

Captain Beck is going to be breaking down my office door to give me my third pip.

I’m going to live this job morning, noon, and night.

Starting tomorrow.

I’ve got a date tonight.





Morales -



Jealousy is an ugly emotion.

There’s nothing very deep in that statement. Of course it’s ugly. It’s raw. It’s mean. It takes us to dark places within ourselves that we’re rather not believe exist.

I was no exception. I ignored my jealousy of Phillip Harper for as long as I could, pretended I wasn’t feeling it. Tina saw it, though. She told me to get help before I did anything I’d regret. Before I did anything beyond attack a simple paint canvas.

Unfortunately the Selvan got to me before I could get to Counselor Miller, and Lisa, Phillip, and I almost died as a result.

Lisa’s never indicated that she blames me, but I know the truth. I watched those security tapes. I heard the Selvan’s words. It got in because I let it take control of me. I let it take control because of my longing for Lisa. I was weak. I couldn’t face facts. I couldn’t deal with life without her.

And because of that, people almost died.

Who am I kidding? Phillip Harper did die. The only reason he’s walking around today is because the Q intervened. The Q gave Phillip back to Lisa.

I thank and curse them every single night.

But even if he were gone, it wouldn’t make a difference. Lisa had no interest in me before Phillip entered her life. What would change if he left?

More than that, though, I could never put her through that kind of pain.

Funny, isn’t it? For a brief time, I was willing to let the Selvan use her for its needs in return for a Lisa Beck that loved me. I was willing to destroy the woman she is just to possess a pale copy. It would have been her body, but the woman herself wouldn’t be there.

To have her I was willing to betray her.

That’s been the hardest thing to live with. Forget the aches of longing. Forget the desires that will never be fulfilled. I lay awake at night, night after night, tortured with the knowledge that I betrayed her.

Lisa doesn’t know about my betrayal, but she hasn’t been the same towards me since the Selvan was destroyed. She says she doesn’t blame me, but she watched the Selvan use me to kill Phillip Harper. We were never exactly what you would call close, but whatever friendliness once existed in our relationship has been replaced by a cool professionalism.

Frankly, it’s more than I deserve.

I’ve been able to deal with the new distance between us. Our lives were separate to begin with. Now I just try to stay away from her unless station business demands otherwise. It’s for the best. Both of us have things that we’d rather not be reminded of.

It works fine on the station.

But soon we won’t be on Waystation. She’s summoned me to the Wayward for a trip to Earth. All that way with the two of us together in the Wayward’s cockpit. All that way, and I doubt we’ll exchange a single word beyond what the mission requires.

Mission. Ha.

I’ve come to believe there truly is an organizing force to the universe, and it has separated us all into two groups. One group suffers and strives and does whatever it can physically or emotionally to make it through the day while the other group has everything it could possibly want fall into its lap.

Bradley Dillon is definitely in the latter group. I’m a bit fuzzy on all the details, but somehow the Ferengi took possession of Earth. Then Bradley bought it back from them in exchange for being made President of the Federation.

Bradley Dillon is going to be President of the Federation, and I’m going to fly him to his inauguration. I should be screaming to the stars in protest.

It hardly matters to me, though.

All it means is that I’m going to spend the trip close to Lisa Beck.

She’ll be close enough to touch.

Yet farther away than ever.




Trick or Treaty



By Anthony Butler



“Personal Log, Captain Lisa Beck. Stardate 54867.4. This is just another average week. The Federation, having gone broke, which was a surprise to both my accountant and myself, sold Earth to the Ferengi. That would have been bad enough, but leave it to Captain Baxter and those fools on the Starship Explorer to come up with a solution that’s actually worse than the original problem.

“They found a buyer for Earth, all right, and he was sitting right on board Waystation, with a huge stash of latinum and credits.

“All Bradley Dillon wanted in return purchasing Earth was the one tiny favor of being named President of the Federation.

“What’s worse, I was assigned, along with Lieutenant Commander Porter and Commander Morales, to ferry him to Earth to make the transaction. And after a nasty spill with the Ferengi, we accomplished our mission. Bradley bought Earth back, and I guess we sort of helped save the day.

“Now comes the hard part.”



“Bradley Dillon, with the power vested in me by the Federation Council, I hearby grant you the name and title of President of the United Federation of Planets, with all the rights and privileges appertaining thereto, including free unlimited postage services at participating Federation Express Cargo Transit Authorities,” said Council Chairman An’tharran, the Andorian Ultra Moderate Cowardice Party member in charge of the Federation Council. He handed Bradley a latinum-plated gavel, a symbol of Federation leadership passed down since the forming of the great interstellar body. In this case, it had to be pried out of the insane hands of Jaresh-Inyo, whose nervous breakdown started the Federation on this awful course it had taken.

Bradley Dillon stood in front of the Eiffel Tower in Paris, France, atop a grand, marble dais that had been replicated and pieced together specially for the event. He smiled broadly, breathed deeply, and prepared to give his first address as President of the Federation. He wore a Federation-blue tux, with shiny lapels and a Federation emblem pinning the collar. Beck admitted reluctantly that he certainly did look… official.

Beck shifted her dress tunic from side to side as she stood amid the throngs of onlookers, thousands in number, gathered around the Eiffel Plaza. Morales and Porter were near her, in a section made up mostly of Starfleet officers.

She had to hand it to Bradley. He knew how to throw together a party on short notice. And it made sense, too. He had to be ordained leader of the Federation before some historian or meddler could look up some arcane bit of Federation law that would prevent him from taking the presidency in such a way. There was no bit of law like that, though, Beck thought. At least none that she, Porter, or Morales could find within the last twenty-four hours.

“Greetings, people of the United Federation of Planets,” Bradley Dillon said, casually smoothing his jacket, even as his voice was broadcast simultaneously to dozens of Federation worlds. “You are all quite lucky to witness this occasion. This marks a new chapter in the leadership of this fine enterprise. May I call it an enterprise? The name seems appropriate. Yes, many of you may doubt the wisdom of thinking of this grand body as a business, but I guarantee you I will operate it as such, and you will soon learn that my thinking is correct. The foolish misappropriation of resources will not be allowed to continue. I will run an efficient, prosperous, and most of all, solvent government from this day forward. You will all one day reap the benefits of choosing me as your leader.”

“Nobody chose him,” someone grunted from behind Beck. It was Captain Baxter of the Explorer. Beck chuckled to herself. She could tell Baxter was having second thoughts about coming up with this idea, and that thought pleased her to no end. She hoped Baxter one day lived to regret turning over the reigns of the Federation to Bradley Dillon.

But, at least the Federation had Earth back, and that was something. She didn’t know what she’d do if she couldn’t visit North Carolina.

North Carolina, however, was the last thing on Beck’s mind. As “Hail to the Chief” was played by the 78-piece Federation band encircling the Eiffel Tower, Beck considered that her job description had just changed dramatically. She was no longer just the commander of a far-flung, albeit expansive, outpost.

Now she was also in charge of the seat of power for the whole Federation.

Maybe she could convince Bradley to stay on Earth.



“Well? How’d the convincing go?” Captain Baxter asked, leaning his elbows on the lighted table in the far right corner of the Constellation Club, the Explorer’s lounge, as stars streamed by through the large windows in front of the room.

“It’s not too late to turn back to Earth,” Lt. Commander Craig Porter said, leaning back in his chair. “We’re only about two hours away from Earth at high warp.”

“No deal,” Beck said, stepping up to the table. “Looks like we’re going to have to live with Bradley being president and living on our station.”

“That’s a shame,” Commander David Conway, the Explorer’s First Officer, said, sitting down by Baxter with a large, foamy Irish coffee. “Not that I care. At least he won’t be on our ship.”

“Amen to that,” Baxter said. “Domjat anyone?”

“I don’t feel much like games right now,” Commander Walter Morales said, shifting out of his chair. “I think I’m going to go to back to the shuttlebay and hide in my room on the Wayward contemplating life on the station with President Dillon.”

“You obviously don’t want to fall asleep very soon.”

The Explorer’s Counselor and Baxter’s wife, Kelly Peterman, walked over from the bar and sat down on Baxter’s lap, a Pink Squirrel in hand. She sipped it daintily. “I don’t see what you guys are so upset about. You’ll have some of the most important people in the Galaxy coming through your station now to visit with the President. Your station just went from an out-of-the way mudhole to a…very chic mudhole.”

“Thank you for putting everything in perspective,” Beck said flatly, glaring at Peterman. “Why don’t you go ahead and finish getting drunk now?”

“Halfway there,” Peterman giggled. “We’ve got to celebrate. El capitan here is about to take me to our quarters and impregnate me.”

“Then I understand your need to get drunk,” Beck said.

“Hey,” Baxter said.

“Shhhh,” Peterman giggled, then appeared to be listening to something. “I’m ovulating. I think.”

“Well, we can’t know for sure until we have sex,” Baxter said quickly, gently pushing Peterman off his lap and ushering her toward the door. “Nothing like a night of naked mambo to celebrate a successful mission, right?”

“I hate him,” Beck muttered, sitting down in the seat Baxter vacated.

Captain Conway looked around at Morales, Porter, and Beck, as he sipped his coffee. “I feel for you guys, I really do.” Then he burst out laughing. “I’m just kidding. I really don’t give a crap. Enjoy your stay on the Explorer.” And he got up and walked out, laughing all the way.

“Do you hate him too?” Morales asked disinterestedly.

Beck nodded. “A little bit.”

“We’re going to have a huge problem on our hands, Captain,” Porter said, stating the obvious. “Any idea how we’re going to deal with it?”

“I’m going to worry about that once we get to the station,” Beck said resolutely. “Meanwhile, why doesn’t one of you see if you can find that omnipotent bartender and get some drinks over here?”

“The bartender is omnipotent?” Morales asked, looking up from his Tarkalian tonic.

“Yep,” Porter said. “And I hear he makes a darn good daiquiri.”

“That I’ve got to see.”

Beck smiled as she watched Morales and Porter dart off to the bar. She had to savor the next few hours. Before she knew it, she’d be at Waystation, and then the real fun would begin.



ONE WEEK LATER



“What’s a ‘conference nook’?” Lt. Commander Porter asked as he bent over his console in operations, looking over the schematics Bradley Dillon had requested for his new offices.

Beck looked up from the padd she was reading, an incident report on some missing items from several colonies deeper into the Beta Quadrant. “I think it’s like a conference room, only smaller.”

“So why does Bradley need four of them?”

“The…President…can have whatever he asks for, Craig,” Beck said. “I hate it, you hate it, but there it is. I don’t want to have to go over it again. You know, it just makes my skin…crawl.”

“Then I don’t even want to tell you what he wants us to do with the bathroom.”

Beck lowered her head as she leaned against the docking console. “Please, spare me.”

“Let’s just say it involves streaming fountains of constantly spewing…”

“Captain,” Lieutenant Sean Russell reported from the tactical console. “We just picked up a contact coming into sensor range, zero four zero mark one seven nine.”

“On screen,” Beck said, glaring at Porter still, then looking up at the massive view wall that filled one whole side of ops. The screen was immediately filled with a squat, greenish ship with bulbous wings with feathers inscribed on them.

“It’s Romulan,” Russell said, stating the obvious.

“Not a warship, if you were curious,” Porter said. He checked his panel. “It’s a light cruiser. Registered as the Imperial Cruiser Sentra.”

“Any Romulans scheduled to come knocking, Captain?” Russell asked, and Beck shook her head.

“Starfleet keeps talking as if overtures to peace with the Romulans are just around the corner,” Beck said. “Since the Dominion War, they’ve been working on hammering out a separate peace.”

“Maybe this is the first olive branch,” Porter suggested.

“But why would they be coming to us?” Beck said. “We don’t have anything to…”

She and Porter exchanged glances.

“Beck to President Dillon,” the Captain said instantly.

There was a pause.

“May I ask who is comming?”

Beck cocked her head. “Who is this?”

“I asked you first.”

A low growl was rising in Beck’s throat. “Captain Beck.”

“It’s Gisele.” Great. Bradley’s Executive Assistant. “I’ll be handling the President’s comms from now on. As you can understand, he has a great many people demanding an audience.”

“Well tell him I demand an audience with him as soon as he can work me into his schedule. It looks like we will be having some Romulan guests.”

“I’ll notify him. Thank you for comming. Gisele out.”

“Thank you my ass,” Beck muttered, then looked back at the viewscreen. “Have they made any attempt to hail us yet?” she asked.

Russell looked at his board. “No.”

“Hail them.”

After a few moments, Russell looked up from his panel. “No response.”

“Fine. They want to play the waiting game, I’ll wait.” She turned around and walked back to her office. “Let me know if we hear anything from the Romulans. Meanwhile, keep an eye on them. I have a bad feeling about this.”

“Good,” Porter said. “Then I’m not the only one.”



Beck spent the next three hours poring over staff reports and Starfleet Security updates, trying very hard not to think about President Bradley Dillon or the Romulan ship sitting quietly–and somewhat spookily–just a few thousand kilometers away from the station.

“Gisele to Captain Beck,” the comm system suddenly signaled.

“What?” Beck asked testily.

“The President wishes to speak with you.”

Beck rubbed a hand down her face. “He does, does he?”

“Are you available to meet with him now?”

“Yes. Send him up.”

Gisele let out a quiet giggle. “Captain, the President has requested an audience. That means you come to see him.”

“Oh, I don’t believe this.” Beck stood up. “Fine. I’ll be right down. Tell his majesty to get his conference nook ready for me.”

“The conference nook isn’t open yet,” Gisele snapped, and the channel closed.



“Captain Beck,” Bradley Dillon said, as Beck stepped into his office, where a number of maintenance technicians were already pulling paintings off the walls and removing furniture, in anticipation of his office expansion. “Glad to see you, as always.”

“What do you want?” she asked. “I’m busy.”

“Indeed,” Bradley said, steepling his fingers and resting his chin on them. He indicated the high-backed chair opposite his desk. “I believe introductions are in order.”

She craned her neck to see who was sitting in the chair. It was a Romulan man, apparently of medium height, with square, rigid features, wearing the gray slacks and tunic of a Romulan civilian.

The man stood up and turned toward Beck. “I am Tarmak,” he said with an easy grin, putting his hand forward for Beck to shake. “Foreign Minister for the Romulan people.”

“Nice to meet you, Minister Tarmak,” Beck said, shaking Tarmak’s hand and testing the grip. Firm, but not too firm. Yes, he was a politician. If it had been seemly, he would have probably kissed her hand.

Tarmak gave Beck a small smile. “I have been sent here to open negotiations with the new President. He was just telling me the exciting story of the purchase and re-acquisition of Earth.”

“You mean the Tal Shiar didn’t know about that?”

“You must remember, Captain Beck, that the Romulan people have suffered a number of hardships in the last few years as we have struggled to rebuild after the Dominion War.”

“Yes. Starfleet has too,” Beck said tightly, adding, “I’m sure.”

“Whatever the case, the time has come to reach some kind of understanding between our two peoples, so that we can move into a new era of peace.”

“Sounds fascinating,” Beck said, folding her arms. “But before we break out the champagne, may I ask how you got on my station without me knowing about it?”

Bradley fielded that one. “Tarmak felt, and rightly so, that it was necessary to hold this meeting with some semblance of…discretion.”

Beck was growing angrier by the second. “Then why did you bring me here?”

Bradley folded his hands on his desk. “We need to clear a place for Tarmak’s ship in one of the docking bays, and we expect that docking bay to be sealed and secured for the duration of this visit. No one outside of you and your immediate staff are to have any knowledge of Tarmak’s presence on the station.”

“And may I ask how long this visit will last?”

Bradley opened his mouth to speak, but Beck cut him off.

“You can’t disclose that at this juncture,” she grumbled, and turned to walk out.

“Captain,” Bradley said, and Beck stopped without turning around. “I need to know that you will follow my orders to the letter.”

Beck said nothing, just walked out.

Tarmak watched Beck leave, then turned back to Bradley. “She seems to be an agitator.”

“We can trust her,” Bradley said to Tarmak. “Now then, what were we talking about?”

Tarmak smiled, a greedy, easy smile. “Peace, Mister President.”

“Ah, yes. More coffee?”

“Please.”



The next morning, Captain Beck sat at her usual table in Ih’mad’s Andorian restaurant, steaming mug of French vanilla v’haspant in front of her, and an unread padd that contained the station’s weekly maintenance reports. She was in no mood yet to read those reports. Maybe she would be in a better mood if someone she really cared about were around to take her attention away from the fact that one of the more annoying people on her station was suddenly the most powerful man in the quadrant.

Did he really believe he could run the Federation just because he was a good businessman? Okay, a great businessman. But still, running an alliance of hundreds of worlds took a lot more skill than running just a business. Did Bradley really feel like he was ready? Beck expected the answer was “no.” But Bradley’s enormous ego was probably telling him he could do anything he wanted. And, Beck thought, that would probably end up being his undoing. She shivered at that thought. If Bradley did crash and burn, he would likely take much of the Federation with him.

Beck sighed. She had been in the dumps for a while, and it wasn’t just the installation of Bradley Dillon as President that had her out of sorts. She’d been through a lot in the last several months. Between Phillip dying and coming back to life, her and Morales being overtaken by a malevolent consciousness, and said First Officer confessing his love for her, it had been a strenuous year.

But then again, it always came back to Phillip.

Maybe, if Phillip Harper were around, and not out installing the Associated Worlds Network on some far-flung colonies on the outer rim, she’d be in better spirits.

But Phillip Harper wasn’t around, and her only other real friend on the station, Stephanie Hodges, was out on maneuvers with the corps of Federation Marines.

She had a hard time remembering the last time she felt so lonely.

And yet she wasn’t at all excited to see Lt. Sean Russell step in front of her table.

“Captain,” he said officially, clasping his arms behind his back.

“What is it, Sean?” she asked tiredly, staring into the steam that rose from her v’haspant.

“I thought you would like to know that the Romulan ‘package’ you sent for has arrived in Maintenance Hangar Eleven and is under heavy guard. No one is getting in, or out, of there without my say-so.”

“Package, Sean?” Beck asked. “Is that your way of speaking in code?”

“Discretion is called for, Captain. This is big business. You know, with the Romulans here and all.”

“You seem to be missing the whole point of this thing,” Beck said after a long sigh. She cut her voice down to a whisper. “We don’t want anyone knowing the Romulans are here.”

“Of course we don’t, sir,” Russell said, and stepped back into the milling crowd in the restaurant. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll just disappear into the faceless crowd. I’ll covertly sneak away so that I can monitor the preparation for that…pointy-eared species’ visit,” he said, clearing his throat conspiratorially, just as an Andorian waiter–Bihl–bumped headfirst into him, sending a tray of fried gordhat liver flying into the air and landing in a messy heap on the floor.

“As you were,” Russell said to the Andorian, and darted out of the restaurant.

“I seek restitution!” Bihl cried out, dashing after Russell. “There is sauce on my lapel! I will be avenged!”

“Super,” Beck said, and stared down at her padd. She might as well get some work done. Worrying about the Romulans wouldn’t get her anywhere. The summit between Tarmak and Bradley would either go well or it wouldn’t. They would choose to involve her in the proceedings, or they wouldn’t. It was out of her hands.

“I must speak with you,” a voice said from behind Beck.

“Talk to my secretary,” Beck muttered as she paged through her padd.

A slim, robed Vulcan woman walked around to the opposite side of Beck’s table and sat down. She folded her hands in front of her. “It is of the utmost importance that we speak.”

“I’m not on duty for another hour. Contact ops if you need something. They’ll route you to…”

The Vulcan woman reached out and grabbed Beck’s hand, squeezing it hard. “NO! I need you!”

Beck looked up, shocked, and glared at the Vulcan. “What is your problem?”

“I have a simple question for you,” the Vulcan countered. “Do you wish to see the Federation crumble to dust?”

Beck thought about that a few moments. “Not really.”

“Then you must do exactly as I say. Your entire way of life depends on it.”

“You’re not Vulcan, are you?” Beck asked, staring at the woman through narrowed eyes.

“I am from a ‘pointy-eared’ species,” the woman said. “Now then. May we go somewhere more private?”

“Something tells me you won’t take no for an answer,” Beck said, taking one last swig of her v’haspant and scooting out of her chair.

“You are correct about that.”



“I survived great dangers to be here,” the mysterious, pointy-eared woman said as she stood at the entrance to Beck’s quarters, arms folded, as Beck paced to the window, then turned and look at the woman.

“Care to tell me why we’re here?”

“Because your office in ops is too conspicuous. Too many people would see me. It is important my mission is carried out with extreme discretion.”

“What mission?”

“The mission to prevent the Romulan government from overtaking, and ultimately toppling, the United Federation of Planets.”

Beck stared at the woman. “You’re Romulan.”

“You’re just now getting that?”

Beck shrugged. “I just wanted to confirm. So, do you have a name?”

“That’s not important at the moment. All you need to know is that I am a Sal with the Tal Shiar.”

“I had an Uncle Sal once,” Beck mused.

“I do not understand your joke, nor do I care,” the Sal said. “My position is equivalent to a senior agent in your Section Thirty- One.”

“Section what?” Beck asked.

“Oops,” the Sal said quietly, then quickly changed the subject. “Your President Dillon is in danger of losing everything he acquired in his recent purchase of he Federation.”

Beck chuckled dryly. “Can’t say I’d be terribly upset about that.”

“Would you prefer a Romulan governor be in charge of your planet?”

Beck thought about that for a moment. “Well…okay, no. I wouldn’t like that at all.”

“I didn’t think so. That is why the Tal Shiar sent me to stop Tarmak from compromising the stability of the Federation.”

“And how does he plan on doing that?”

“It’s all in the treaty. President Dillon will be signing a treaty tomorrow afternoon that will, on the surface, seem like nothing more than a goodwill accord. But there are hidden elements to this treaty, stipulations that only a Romulan lawyer would be able to interpret…”

“There are Romulan lawyers?”

“Yes. We have access to a few. You do, too, via Section…” The Sal quickly pursed her lips and continued. “That is not the point. You need to stop Dillon from signing the treaty tomorrow at all costs. Or the Federation is lost.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Beck asked. “And why should I believe you?”

“Whether you believe me or not is inconsequential. There is no way to prove or disprove what I’m saying. You must simply follow your instincts and do what you believe is right. But if you do nothing, I promise you, you’ll regret it.”

“You still didn’t tell me why you’re telling me.”

“Because the Tal Shiar does not believe it is advantageous for the Romulans to effect a regime change on Earth at this time.”

“And if they did think it was advantageous?”

“Then we would never have had this conversation. And the Romulan banner would be flying over your station in less than a week.”

With that, the Sal turned on a heel and left the cabin.

Beck rushed out after her; looked left, looked right, but the Sal was gone.

She slapped her commbadge. “Beck to Security.”

“Security. Russell here.”

“Did you pick up any lifesigns leaving my quarters recently?”

“Negative. Did you have a visitor I should know about?”

“I’ll get back to you,” Beck said, and headed down the corridor.



“You can’t see President Dillon,” the tall, square-faced man standing in front of the door to Bradley Dillon’s quarters said, gently adjusting his sunglasses. Why was he wearing sunglasses?

“And who the hell are you?” Beck asked. Too many new people were showing up on her station without her knowing about it.

“Agent Anderson. I am President Dillon’s Chief of Security.”

“He needs his own security chief now?”

“The Presidency is a dangerous position, ma’am. Especially in these tumultuous times.”

“These are tumultuous times?” Beck asked, scratching her head.

“Oh yes. They’re tumultuous. Trust me.”

“I had no idea.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“Look, I need to see the President. So interrupt his important meeting or whatever and let me in there. The Romulans are trying to pull the rug out from under him and he deserves to know about it.”

“The President will decide what he needs to know and when he needs to know it,” Anderson said crisply. “Besides, he isn’t having an important meeting.” Anderson folded his arms. “The President is taking a nap. That’s classified, by the way.”

“I’m sure the strains of office are already weighing heavily on him. Wake him up now.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Anderson said. “Now then, would you please step out of the red area?”

Beck looked at the floor. “What red area?”

“The semi-circular region around President Dillon’s quarters, extending for twelve meters in any direction. It is considered the ‘red area.’ Anyone standing there is held under extreme scrutiny. Please, Captain, do not give us any reason to scrutinize.”

“I’ll scrutinize you,” Beck muttered, and walked off.



Beck rapped her fingers nervously on her desk, staring at the chronometer on her office wall. It was 1100. In three hours, Dillon would be meeting with Tarmak. And if the Sal, whoever she is, was right, then she had just three hours to save the Federation. And she hadn’t even had her v’haspant yet.

Suddenly, the doors to Beck’s office opened. “One hot, frothy, semi-acidic v’haspant,” Lt. Sean Russell said, strolling into Beck’s office and sitting the steaming mug down on Beck’s desk. He carried a padd in the other hand, and began immediately reading from it as she looked at the mug.

“What’s this?”

“Your morning pick-me-up. Or is it pick-you-up?” Russell asked, as he flipped through the text on the padd. “Anyway, I got the specifications on the upgrades to President Dillon’s office and residential space. It’s not pretty. None of my security devices can penetrate it anymore.” He handed the padd to Beck and she scrolled through it as she sipped her drink.

“Could you penetrate those areas before?”

“Um…I don’t know. I never actually tried.”

“Pity. Never know what you might have found.”

“I was thinking that myself.” Russell headed for the door. “Captain, would you like a…um…muffin or something?”

“Are you all right, Sean?”

“Yeah. Yeah…I’m just happy to help!” Russell announced, and strolled out of the office. “Just call on LIEUTENANT Russell anytime. He’ll be happy to help you. Especially if it involves processing any nagging paperwork you have to send to Starfleet. Personnel matters, promotions. Whatever. See you later!”

“What was all that about?” Beck asked herself, and continued reading through the padd. There had to be some way to get to Bradley before the signing.

Suddenly, something occurred to Beck. She put down her mug and her padd and got up from her desk, jogging out of her office. “Sean, you’re with me!”

“Glad to help!” Russell called out, but Beck wasn’t listening. She realized that she was going about this thing all the wrong way. She didn’t need to get to Bradley at all.



“Are you sure we should be doing this?” Russell asked, as he and Beck approached Maintenance Hangar Eleven. She filled him in on the conversation she’d had with the Sal. She had been hesitant to do that, but she had to keep reminding herself that, despite the fact that he could sometimes be an irresponsible womanizer, Sean Russell was still her Chief of Security, and he had a right to know about matters that directly affected station security.

“I’m convinced I’m doing the right thing,” Beck said.

“What if you’re wrong?”

“That’s the risk you have to take when you play the game of politics, Sean.”

“We’re playing the game of politics?”

“For better or worse,” Beck sighed, and stood facing the door to the hangar. “How many guards inside?”

“Waits was in there earlier, but I reassigned him to Nandegar’s Secret’s One-Day Lingerie Sale.”

“That was today?” Beck asked. “Damn.”

Russell removed his security tricorder from his holster and scanned the hangar. “The room is empty, but for three Romulans. Presumably, that would be Tarmak and two guards.”

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Beck said, with a sigh, and withdrew her phaser.

“Want to try to contact the President again?” Russell asked, pulling out his own phaser and checking the setting.

“No,” Beck said flatly. “Key the door open.”

“Yes, Captain,” Russell said, and punched his Level One access code into the door panel.

The double doors creaked apart, and he and Beck strolled in.

Within, the broad-winged, dull green cruiser Sentra filled the bay. At its entrance, two armed Centurions stood, wearing typical Romulan scowls.

“Stop!” one of the two centurions said, raising his phaser rifle.

“Ten, nine, eight…” Russell cooly counted off as he and Beck raised their hands.

“What are you doing?” the other centurion demanded.

“Seven, six, five…” Russell continued, and Beck glared at him. He smiled at her reassuringly. “Oh, nothing.”

“Four, three…”

The first centurion raised his weapon. “Stop counting, or we’ll shoot you. Stoval, you go get Tarmak.”

“Two. One.”

A hiss of gas sounded throughout the maintenance hangar, and moments later the two guards dropped to the ground.

“Nicely done,” Beck said, yanking tiny plugs out of her nose as the station’s maintenance system vacuumed the gas back out of the bay. “But you could have made the countdown a little shorter.”

“Had to give us time to get in the bay. Besides, I could have also done it while we waited outside, too. See, once you start examining things, the problems just start to add up.” He followed her up the plank into Tarmak’s ship. “Not that I advise doing that, mind you!”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Beck said, stopping Russell before he ducked into the craft. “Meanwhile, you wait out here and make sure our guests don’t wake up until check-out time. I’m going to see a man about a treaty.”



“Centurion Stoval?” Tarmak asked, looking up from the desk, in his cramped office cubicle aboard the Sentra.

“Close, but no Shiar,” Beck said, leveling her phaser at Tarmak. “Would you mind if we chatted for a few moments?”

Tarmak stared placidly at Beck’s phaser. “Not while you point that thing at me,” he said.

“You’ll excuse me for being armed,” Beck said. “I don’t take kindly to people trying to take over my planetary alliance of choice.”

“Who said anything about that?”

“I have sources.”

Tarmak steepled his fingers, and Beck’s thumb trembled on the phaser trigger. “Your sources are vastly mistaken. I came here under a flag of truce, to bring peace to the Federation and Romulan peoples.”

“Forgive me if I don’t readily believe you.”

“It seems to me, Captain Beck, that it doesn’t matter if you believe me or not. You’re but a functionary in the grand scheme of things. You aren’t a decision maker. President Dillon is. Let him make his own mistakes. They are none of your concern.”

Beck narrowed her eyes at Tarmak. “They are if I swore an oath to protect the Federation. Which I think I did…at some point or another.”

“And what makes you think this treaty is so spurious?”

“One of your own people told me.”

“And why would you trust her any more than you would trust me? Because she told you she was with the Tal Shiar?”

Beck lowered her phaser a few inches. It wasn’t down, but it was no longer pointed right at Tarmak. “How did you know?”

“Because Mahayek has used that cover before. And because of the Shiar joke you made when you came in here.” Tarmak straightened. “At any rate, your ‘friend’ is no longer a part of the Tal Shiar. She is a former Sal who is working to undermine Romulan policy at the highest levels. Be warned, Sal Mahayek is a dangerous woman who cannot be trusted. You would do well not to associate with her further.”

“But you I can trust,” Beck said, cocking her head.

“That’s immaterial, because you’ll be stripped of your command and put in a prison camp for this.”

Beck looked around the cramped room aboard the Sentra. “It doesn’t work like that in the Federation.”

Tarmak nodded. “Too bad. I think our peoples would get along quite a bit better if it did.”

Beck suddenly raised her phaser again. “Tarmak, how do I know you’re telling me the truth?”

“Because, frankly, the Romulans are in no position to take over the Federation, even if we signed a treaty that stipulated we owned a piece of it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Have you looked at our fleet? The Dominion dealt us a serious blow. We are no more capable of invading the Federation than it is of defending itself.”

“Now wait one…”

“I only speak the truth.” Tarmak clasped his hands together. “You’ve obviously gone far afield in a misguided attempt to be patriotic, Captain Beck. I have to admire your gusto. Romulans are patriots too. But we do a little more thorough research before we rush in with phasers blasting. Then again, I suppose that’s always what will separate the Federation from the Romulans. Intelligence.” He sighed. “Well, I expect we’re willing to overlook that, if you are.”

Beck smoldered. She didn’t know who she was more annoyed with right now. Mahayek, Tarmak, or herself.

Tarmak was staring at her now, any fear or trepidation he’d displayed when she entered was gone. He was fully in control of this situation now and Beck, to her dismay, was but a pawn, as he’d said.

“Now run along,” Tarmak said. “I’ll do you a favor, Captain. I won’t report what you did here today to your superiors. The peace process is too important to jeopardize over one misguided, deluded captain. I suggest you run along now and busy yourself with something you’re more qualified to handle. Like cargo manifests. Good day.”

Beck said nothing else. Simply holstered her phaser and whirled on a heel, marching out of the hangar.

“Are we done here?” Russell asked, to no one in particular, inside the empty hangar. “Guess so,” he said quietly.



“Captain…if I may say so, you seem, uh, a little distracted,” Commander Morales said, standing beside Captain Beck as she stood in the station auditorium, among a dozen or so “special guests” who stood before the stage as President Dillon prepared to make his historic first Federation-wide address. Morales still seemed uncomfortable around Beck. She couldn’t blame him. A lot had happened. A lot she’d rather not deal with at the moment.

“You might be right, Morales,” Beck said under her breath. She turned her attention to the Romulan at the podium. She could swear Tarmak was looking at her out of the corner of his eye.

Tarmak stood beside Dillon in the podium at the front of the auditorium, as Associated Worlds Network’s holosensors, embedded in the ceiling for just such an occasion, snapped online.

Joan Redding was crouched by the podium, pointing signals at Dillon. “Mister President: You’re on in five, four, three…” The last two numbers she silently mouthed, then backed away.

“Nice counting,” Craig Porter said, as Redding stepped up beside him.

“I’m surprised I remembered what order the numbers go in,” Redding said. “I’m still giddy about the President granting us the rights to broadcast his first Federation-wide speech.”

“You should be glad Dillon Enterprises isn’t significantly invested in telecommunications.”

“It’s not for lack of funds, that’s for sure,” Redding said with a low sigh. “Imagine that kind of money. Would you have the first clue how to spend it?”

“Probably not, since the Federation doesn’t use currency,” Porter said.

Redding laughed lightly, and patted Porter’s chest. “You’re hilarious, you know that, Craig?”

“I am?” Porter said. Beside him, Russell winked at him. “What? Why did you do that?”

“Shhh!” Beck put a finger to her lips, and pointed up to President Dillon, who’d begun speaking.

“Ladies, gentlemen, and androgynous beings. Omnipotents, entities, amorphous blobs, et cetera,” Bradley began. “It gives me great pleasure to address you all for the first time since my installation as President. I come here today on an auspicious occasion. One even more auspicious than my becoming President. In fact, this occasion will pave the road for developments that will change the face of the United Federation of Planets for decades to come.”

“Tight on President Dillon. Now pull back. Pan to Tarmak. Hold, hold…good…” Redding whispered to her holographer, so he could get just the right shot beamed out to the hundreds of worlds of the Federation, and to those thousands of worlds beyond which were receiving this program in syndication.

Bradley turned to Tarmak who stood stoically, arms draped behind his back, and patted the Romulan diplomat on the shoulder. “I come, in the aftermath of a startling revelation. The Romulans have come to us to extend the olive branch. Having fought side by side with us in a devastating war with the Dominion, and assisting us with social programs and other cooperative ventures associated with the rebuilding of our respective member planets, the Romulans have come to us to formally initiate peace talks.”

He patted Tarmak on the back, and the Romulan gave a small smile.

Bradley looked back at the holosensor. “It’s a shame that it’s all a lie.”

“What!?” Beck choked, glaring at Bradley in disbelief.

Tarmak’s eyes bulged. He looked as if he’d swallowed a small photon grenade.

“People of the Federation, I come to you this afternoon not to announce a new peace with the Romulans, but to uncover their most recent attempt to undermine us, and expose it to the harsh light of day. Only once the pretenders are done away with, once the plotters and schemers have been exposed for the frauds that they are, can we really find a final and lasting peace between our two cultures.”

“Mister President, I do not know what you’re…” Tarmak stammered.

Bradley held up a padd. “I hold in my hand a draft treaty, brought to me by Foreign Minister Tarmak. On the surface, this treaty seems to be a fair agreement. The neutral zone would be dissolved, we would exchange diplomatic staffs, and the borders between our two alliances would be ever so slightly redrawn. Yes, on the surface, it seemed innocent enough.”

Then Bradley turned to face another camera, without even having to be prompted by Redding. He was an absolute natural at being filmed. “But I would have been a fool to blindly sign a document that I did not carefully read. And it was that careful reading that revealed the true motive behind this so-called ‘peace treaty.’ Maybe if I had been a politician, or a government drone, I would not have noticed it. But I am a businessman. And a treaty is no more than a dressed-up contract. And no good businessman signs a contract without reviewing it thoroughly.”

“President Dillon, I assure you,” Tarmak said roughly, then leaned forward. “It would be prudent for us to adjourn at this time.”

“I don’t believe it,” Beck said to herself, in awe.

“Believe what?” asked Morales.

“I’ll fill you in later.”

Bradley now looked directly at Beck. “Some people may think I’m not qualified to run the Federation, to be your President. But I ask those people, those critics, to give me a chance before you condemn me. While my methods may differ from those you are used to, they do work. And,” he added, “they work a good deal better than barging in with a phaser.”

Beck felt a twinge in her stomach at that.

“And what I found,” Bradley said, playing to the Federation populace like a magician plays to his audience, revealing just what he wants them to see at just the right time, “was that Mister Tarmak had installed a tiny little clause in this treaty. We get Zeta Miadni Four, a planet rich in dilithium just over their border, in exchange for a ‘planet to be named later.’ While it is true that Zeta Miadni Four is heavily sought after by the Federation, the price of acquiring it is far too high. Because the Romulans already know what that ‘planet to be named later’ is.” He narrowed his eyes out at the holovision audience. “It’s Earth.”

“How could you know that?” Tarmak exploded, running his fingers through his hair and staring from Bradley to the vast home audience on the other end of the holographic sensors. “How could you possibly know that?”

“Because it’s what I would have done in your place,” Bradley said simply. “Whatever faults your people may have, they have exquisite business sense.”

Tarmak spat a curse in Romulan, then reached for a button on his cuff. Russell quickly raised his phaser, fearing the worst. But before the security officer could even open his mouth to speak, Tarmak disappeared in a wave of green particles.

“Beck to Ops,” Captain Beck ordered. “Lock down Maintenance Hangar Eleven at once!”

“Ops, this is Waits. I’m not showing anything in the Maintenance Hangar, Captain. Could you specify what we’re locking down?”

“We’re–” Beck began.

“Wait a minute. The hangar doors are opening. Manual override isn’t working. I can’t shut them. Oh…wait, they’re shutting by themselves. Problem solved, eh, Captain?”

Beck felt deflated. “Yes, Waits. I guess so. Thanks. Beck out.”

Bradley smiled, looking truly like a man victorious. “Our astute station commander did attempt to apprehend Mister Tarmak, but to no avail. I am not concerned, however, because I think we learned a very important lesson from today’s events. The Federation is strong. We’ve weathered a number of crises, and survived them all. And if we keep our wits about us, we can weather whatever else may come our way. Perhaps the next species that considers invading us should consider that before they try. Thank you all for your time. May the Federation continue to live long and prosper.” He cast a tiny, almost imperceptible, glance at Joan Redding, and the holovision feed was cut.

Bradley stepped down from the podium and walked right past Beck and the others from her crew, a small entourage already gathering around them. Redding, too, gave chase, asking numerous questions of the President and tapping information into her padd.

“Well…” Commander Morales said softly. “What are you going to do now, Captain?”

“I’m going to my office,” Beck said, and headed for the auditorium’s side door. She found herself oddly eager to get back to work running the station, and leave political matters up to Bradley. Contrary to every instinct in her, to every experience she’d had until that day, Lisa Beck decided to trust Bradley Dillon.

Maybe he’d be good for the Federation, after all.



Two Romulans–one male and one female–were waiting on the landing platform to greet Tarmak as he disembarked from the Sentra. They were the same two Romulans he’d been working with for the past several years, ever since the Romulans joined forces with the Federation to rid the quadrant of the Dominion threat.

“Your status?” the female, the one Beck had known as Mahayek, asked. She had returned to Romulus earlier that day aboard her own cloaked transport.

“You must not watch holovision,” Tarmak said gruffly.

“I am aware of the situation,” the female snapped. “The entire galaxy is aware. What I want to know is how our ruse was so easily foiled by an imbecile human.”

Tarmak shrugged. “This Dillon. He’s incorruptible. He can’t be tricked, and cannot be bought.”

The male, a tall man with rigid brow and sharp features, nodded knowingly. “We feared as much. His dossier with the Tal Shiar is extensive.”

“Political machinations are not going to allow us to accomplish our objective,” the female said. “We tried to play the station commander against Dillon, but to no avail. We dangled peace in front of their faces, and they refused to accept it. We need to try a new approach.”

Tarmak nodded. “I was thinking about that during the voyage home. And I think I may have a solution. There is a young human boy, living on Remus. His name is Shinzon. Ever heard of him?”



THE END.




Collectibles - Part One



Nothing.

A week of travel, and all they’d come across was a big fat nothing. Not that Jibbek expected anything else. There was nothing beyond the Multek Enclave. That was kind of the point. Why Frequoq Wuddle had thought sending him and Leedo out here was a good idea was beyond him. A century earlier, the great explorer Weeble (who their ship was named after) had established that nothing lay outside the Enclave. It was Weeble who set the boundaries for the Enclave. He even established the first structures on Edgeworld, setting the stage for the resort that would be founded there later on.

But now the ship named for Weeble was speeding through a whole bunch of nothing, taking Jibbek and Leedo nowhere fast. Sure Jibbek felt a little bit of pride in going farther than any Multek had gone before, but he was glad that Frequoq Wuddle’s orders said they could turn back tomorrow. Who wanted to wander around space when there was so much fun to be had on Multos?

“It’s today,” Leedo muttered unhappily from the Weeble’s co-pilot’s seat.

“What’s today?” Jibbek asked, grateful for any distraction to pull him away from the vast black nothing outside of the ship.

“Opening Day at Cheerful Cascades. They’re supposed to have five new slides this year,” Leedo replied. “And they added a nighttime holoshow in the wave pool.”

“Really? I hadn’t heard. I’ll have to take a trip down to Multeria when we get back.”

“Good luck getting a room. I think all the hotels have been books for months.”

“I could just take the zip-e-liner down for a day.”

“Is a day really enough time?” Leedo said. “It’s five new slides AND a holoshow.”

“Oooh. Good point.”

“You could stay with me. I’m just a Quickie Travel Tram ride away from the park.”

“You have room?”

“My couch folds out to a vibrabed.”

“That would work.” Jibbek said thoughtfully. “When we get back, we’ll have to set something up. Maybe we could even head over to…”

Jibbek’s suggestion was interrupted by a very unexpected beeping from the ship’s main console.

“What is that?” Leedo asked confused.

“I’m not sure,” Jibbek replied, checking the readouts. “It’s the proximity alert,” he added surprised. “Something is headed this way.”

“Way out here? Is it a rogue asteroid or comet or something?”

“I don’t think so. It’s too big. I think it’s…”

“What?” Leedo asked impatiently.

“I think it’s a ship.”

“That’s impossible. No one except us would be out this far. No one with any sense anyway.”

“It’s slowing,” Jibbek said, peering out the ship’s front viewport as a massive vessel slowed to sublight in front of them. Leedo shook his head as he looked out at the huge black ship to fore, which was made up of several oval segments connected in a line like some kind of giant mutant bug.

“I’m imagining this,” Leedo said finally.

“You’re right. We’ve just been out here too long, and it’s messing with our minds. We’re just pretending there’s a huge ship out there. I’m just going to keep flying until it disappears.”

“Good. That’s exactly what we should do.” The pair was silent for a few moments as the newcomer vessel took up a position along side them, matching their speed. “Um…are we imagining that, too?” Leedo asked, pointing at the incoming comm light that had just started blinking.

“I’m not sure. Probably.”

“Should we answer it?”

“That would be giving in to our hallucination,” Jibbek said firmly.

“What if we have to give into it to make it go away?”

“Oh…good point. We’ll answer it then.” Jibbek tapped the control. “Hel…hello?” he said tentatively. A humanoid figure clad completely in black including a shiny black helmet covering his entire head appeared on the small monitor in the console.

“Interesting ship,” the helmeted figure said. “We don’t have one of those. We don’t have any of you either.”

Jibbek and Leedo looked at each other in confusion. “What are we supposed to say to the pretend man in the imaginary helmet?” Leedo asked.

“I don’t know. You’re the one who wanted to answer the comm,” Jibbek replied.

“I thought it would make them go away.”

“Well, it didn’t! Try something else.”

Leedo looked into the monitor. “Would you please go away, Mister Imaginary Person In Black? We’re kind of jebelleked out over here.”

Obligingly, the helmeted figure closed the channel.

“That’s wasn’t so hard,” Leedo said, smiling triumphantly.

That’s exactly when he and Jibbek dematerialized.



WAYSTATION TWO DAYS LATER



Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter was just finishing off the last of his fish and chips at Victoria’s Pub when a steely hand clamped down on his shoulder from behind.

“Is beer Starfleet’s lunch beverage of choice?” an all-too-familiar female voice asked accusingly. Joan Redding released her grip on Porter’s shoulder, then took a seat at his table, a broad grin spreading across her face. “Hey there.”

“Afternoon,” Porter choked. Her sudden arrival had startled him enough to get the last bit of fish stuck in his throat. He finally swallowed hard, clearing the obstruction. “Care to join me? Oh wait, you already did.”

“Looks like it. So what’s good here?”

“Just about everything…if you like English food.”

“Why does that have me concerned?”

“It’s not to everyone’s taste,” Porter replied. “So where’s your big story today?”

“Arriving this evening, from what I’ve heard.”

Porter blanched. She knew already?

“So Frequoq Wuddle is coming tonight,” Redding said, taking the look on Porter’s face as confirmation.

“Yes, but you can’t interview him, okay? I don’t want to have to sic Yeoman Jones on you again.”

“I don’t know, Craig. The Multeks are news. My viewers don’t know much about them at all, and an exclusive interview with the Frequoq could clear up a lot of misconceptions.”

“And possibly get Wuddle deposed as Frequoq in the process. I don’t think so,” Porter said.

“But this whole thing is ridiculous. The Multek government knows life exists outside of the Enclave. They intercept our holovision signals, and their leader is dating our doctor. All Starfleet’s doing is assisting the Multek government in lying to its people.”

“That’s not my call to make. The Multek higher-ups who know we exist want to keep it a secret from the people, Wuddle wants to keep his contact with us secret from the other Multek higher-ups, and we’re bound by the Prime Directive to support those decisions. Now will you promise me that you won’t try to get close to Wuddle this time?”

“Well…” Redding said slowly. “I don’t know. I am a reporter. Maybe if there was something else to distract me…”

“Distract you? Like what?” Porter asked confused.

“Maybe if I was doing something else during Wuddle’s visit.”

It took a few moments, but Porter finally caught the drift of where this was going. “Er…would dinner be distracting?”

Redding smiled. “It could be.”

“Pick you up at seven?”

“I think I can fit you in,” Redding said, getting up from her chair. “See you at seven,” she added then sashayed out of Victoria’s, drawing Porter’s gaze involuntarily to her retreating posterior.

A few moments later, Lieutenant Sean Russell entered the pub and spotted Porter. “How’s it going, Craig?” he asked, taking the chair Redding had just vacated.

“I think I just got extorted into a date,” Porter said.

“And that’s a problem?”

“No. I don’t think it is,” Porter replied. Sure Joan Redding could be something of a pirana when she wanted to be, but she was attractive. Besides, she seemed to like him, and he hadn’t had a real date in ages. This could be fun.



“Quiet day, Commander?” Captain Lisa Beck asked as she emerged from the turbolift into Ops to start her shift.

“Except for the expected arrival this evening, yes,” Commander Walter Morales replied, looking up from his usual position at the docking control console.

“Good.” Beck surveyed Ops for a moment, then sighed. “I guess I have nothing to prevent me from reviewing Russell’s security and tactical reports, huh?”

“I’m afraid not,” Morales said, heading toward the turbolift. “Is there a problem with them?”

“Lately he’s gotten…flowery in his writing.”

“Flowery?”

“In the last set, it took him a screen and a half to state that Ensign Waits reported a broken lock on the entrance to Nandegar’s Secret.”

“Do you want me to say something to him about it?”

“Um…no. It’s fine. If he wants to put that kind of effort into his reports, that’s his prerogative. It just means more for me to read. Have a good evening, Commander.”

“You as well,” Morales said, stepping into the lift. “Oh, I’ve excused Porter from this evening’s event,” he added.

“Why is that?”

“He will be with Joan Redding.”

“Ahh.” That meant Redding wouldn’t be trying to get to Wuddle. Very clever of Porter, Beck thought.

“I will see you later then,” Morales said.

“That you will,” Beck replied. Frequoq Wuddle had requested to meet with Waystation’s command crew when he arrived, which was unusual. It also meant that Morales would have to spend some of his off hours in a conference room with the Multek leader.

The lift doors closed, effectively ending the conversation. Beck took one last look around Ops, hoping for some sign from one of the crew that a situation was in the offing. When none came, she steeled herself for a long night of reading and made her way to her office. No sense in procrastinating any longer. The reports weren’t going to go away by themselves.

Beck stepped into her office and immediately found herself face to face with Bradley Dillon.

“Geeaaggggh!” she exclaimed involuntarily, startled by the unexpected visitor.

The Federation President smiled slightly. “Good afternoon, Captain.”

“What are you doing in here?” Beck demanded. “How did you even get in?”

“Transporter,” Bradley replied, strolling over to the couch and taking a seat. “It keeps my movements inconspicuous and reduces the need for security to follow me around.”

Great, Beck thought, taking a seat at her desk. Now he can beam in whenever he wants. Wonderful.

“As for why I’m here,” Bradley continued, leaning forward and looked intently at Beck. “When were you planning on telling me?”

“Telling you? If you don’t know why you’re here, how am I supposed to know enough to tell you?”

“You know what I mean, Captain. Our visitor.”

“What about him?” Beck asked. “It’s Frequoq Wuddle. He comes here fairly often to see Doctor Nelson.”

“Yes, but this is his first visit since I became President. We have the leader of a foreign power visiting this station, and I should be informed. I want to meet with him.”

“This isn’t a summit, Bradley.” Despite his position in the Federation, there was only so many times Beck could call Bradley “Mister President” before she lost it. “Wuddle just asked to meet with a few members of the command crew.”

“Which implies that he intends for this to be a business visit. All the more reason I demand to be present, and considering my position I shouldn’t have to demand this at all. Now then, I will be at the meeting, and when Wuddle’s ship arrives it will be met with a proper honor guard. That means dress uniforms for everyone.”

Beck fiddled with her ear for a moment, taking some time to calm down before replying in even, measured tones. “Frequoq Wuddle has specifically asked that his visits are kept quiet, low-key affairs. He doesn’t want any attention drawn to them. Sending out an honor guard in full dress uniforms seems to me to be the exact opposite of low-key. With all due respect, I suggest that we follow the Frequoq’s wishes.”

“Very well,” Bradley said after mulling over Beck’s words for a moment. “Honor guards are impressive, though. Wuddle doesn’t know what he’s missing.”

“I think he’ll live. Was there anything else?”

“Not for the moment,” Bradley said, rising from the sofa and pulling a small white cylinder out of his suit coat. “I’ll expect you all in the Presidential Briefing Room after Wuddle arrives.” He lifted the cylinder to his mouth. “Office,” he said, then dematerialized in a cascade of particles, leaving Beck wondering if she could possibly have her office shielded against unauthorized presidential transports.



At 1855 Lieutenant Commander Porter found himself pacing a short distance down the corridor from Joan Redding’s quarters. Why was he so nervous? This was basically just a mission like any other. In this case, his mission was to take Joan Redding to dinner so she wouldn’t interfere with the meeting with Frequoq Wuddle. No big deal.

Then why was he pacing the floor? And why did his stomach feel like it was about to leap out of his mouth and make a break for the turbolift?

Who was he kidding? He knew the answers. As much as he really didn’t want to admit it, he was excited about tonight. Joan was an attractive woman, and she’d most definitely shown an interest in him. Tonight could be the beginning of something, not that he wanted to think that way. He didn’t want to jinx it.

Why the hell wasn’t it 1900 hours yet?

Finally he decided enough time had passed. If he was a little early, big deal. He ordered his stomach to calm itself then strode up to Redding’s door and rang the chime.

The door slid open a few moments later revealing Redding. She was dressed in a casual light blue blouse and flowing navy skirt. She looked…great. Porter was so used to seeing her in her usual suits that he didn’t have a sense of what she would be like relaxed. She certainly seemed to be a far cry from the woman who’d once practically kidnapped a Multek to get a look at the Enclave.

“You’re prompt,” Redding said with a smile.

“Must be that Starfleet training,” Porter replied hiding any sign of nerves.

“So where are you whisking me off to?”

“Have you checked out Earthly Eats yet?”

“What’s that?” Redding asked confused. “Where’s that?”

“It’s new. A couple of Bolians opened it down on Deck 97 last week. I think few more restaurants are supposed to be coming in there soon.”

“Why all the way down there?”

“Bradley Dillon is renovating that casino we discovered down there a while ago, so they figure it should be a good spot for business once Bradley’s place opens. Plus this way Ih’mad won’t have them killed. So far Bradley’s been the only one willing to open a full service restaurant in the mall, and even he had trouble with the Andorians for a while.”

“Okay. But why are we eating Earth food fixed by Bolians?”

“You obviously haven’t been around Grout and Mitt too much. They’re nuts about Earth culture. A lot of Bolians are. My former captain used to perform some of their versions of Elvis songs. Wild stuff.”

“I didn’t realized you ever served under a Bolian.”

“Oh, he wasn’t Bolian. He was just really into Elvis.”

“Ooookay.”

“But you’re going to love this food. I promise. They’ve got an amazing Kung Pao ravioli.”

“Why does that frighten me?” Redding replied hesitantly.

“What? You don’t like Italianese food?” Porter asked with a grin. He was already feeling more relaxed.

“I guess I’m going to find out,” Redding said, hooking her arm into Porter’s and heading off down the corridor with him.

The pair strolled into the restaurant a few minutes later, and Porter almost lost his balance as Redding came to abrupt halt. “Oh good lord what happened in here?” she said.

“What do you mean?” Porter said, looking around. Earthly Eats looked exactly as it had the last time he visited. Every table had a little Eiffel Tower surrounded by a miniature Great Wall of China as a center piece resting on table cloths depicting maps of the Earth. The walls were covered with murals of New York, San Francisco, London, Hawaii, Beijing, and a few other cities Redding couldn’t identify immediately. Actually, it was hard to identify any of them, since the landmarks had all been thrown together into one hideous megalopolis. Where else could you see the Great Pyramid rising above Big Ben?

A Bolian waitress, Grout’s daughter if Porter remembered correctly, approached dressed as the Statue of Liberty complete with clutched tablet. “Good evening, Earthlings,” she said warmly. “Two for dinner?”

“Yes. Thanks,” Porter said. He and Redding followed the waitress to a small table in a corner of the restaurant and took their seats.

“Our special tonight is a fresh Shepherd’s Borscht, and the soup of the day is Mongolian Onion. Can I start you off with something to drink?”

“Do you have any more of that Lebanese iced tea?” Porter asked.

“Yes we do.”

“I’ll have that.”

“And you ma’am?”

“Water,” Redding replied firmly. “Just water.”

“Of course.”

The waitress left and returned moments later with their drinks. After taking Porter’s order of the barbecued flounder and Redding’s hesitant request for the Kung Pao ravioli, she returned to the kitchen again, leaving Porter and Redding alone to talk.

“Having fun yet?” Porter asked with a nervous laugh.

“Maybe,” Redding replied. “This place is certainly unique.”

“I thought so. I didn’t want to take you anywhere boring.”

“I’d never accuse you of that,” she said. She stopped and looked deep into his eyes. “We need to talk about something.”

“What’s that?” Porter asked almost choking on his tea.

“You and me.”

“What about us?”

“I’m not blind, Craig. I know what’s going on.”

“Which is?”

“Nope. I want to hear you say it.”

“Say what?”

“How you feel about me?”

“Er…” Porter stammered. Did it suddenly get twenty degrees warmer in there? “Feel?”

“Stop parroting my questions back to me. I’m not letting you squirm out of this one,” Redding said.

“Okay. Well…I…” Porter took another long drink of his tea. “I find you attractive,” he said quickly.

“And?”

“And…and…I want to date you?”

Redding smiled. “There. That wasn’t so difficult. I just needed to hear you say it.”

“What about you?” Porter asked.

“What about me?”

“How do you feel…about me?”

“I accepted your dinner invite, didn’t I?”

“Well, yes,” Porter said. And you brought it up in the first place, Porter added to himself.

“That should tell you all you need,” Redding said, patting Porter’s hand.

“Yes, it does,” he replied. Inside he wasn’t so sure. Actually, he wasn’t sure what the hell had just happened, but it hadn’t ended with her excusing herself and storming off, so he’d probably done okay. Now maybe he could relax and enjoy the rest of the evening.



Dr. Amedon Nelson could tell something was weighing on Frequoq Wuddle’s mind as soon as she saw him disembark from his small craft that was now stowed away in one of Waystation’s docking bays and under unobtrusive guard. Captain Beck’s basic philosophy on Wuddle’s visits was to keep them as secret as possible without doing anything to tip anyone off that anything secret was actually going on. So far, other than a small problem with Joan Redding a year earlier, things had gone fairly smoothly, so Nelson doubted that the issue on Wuddle’s mind had anything to do with his travel arrangements. Of course, the fact that he’d requested to meet with the command staff was another big tip-off.

“What’s wrong?” she asked as soon as they’d completed their hello hugs.

“I’d rather explain it to everyone at once,” Wuddle replied distractedly as he walked with Nelson out of the docking bay and across the corridor into a waiting turbolift.

“Presidential Complex,” Nelson ordered, drawing a look of confusion from Wuddle.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“President Dillon invited himself to our meeting,” Nelson said with a sigh. “He evidently wants to be all diplomatic or something. There wasn’t anything Captain Beck could do.”

“I suppose I should have expected this as soon as you told me he’d been elected.”

“He wasn’t elected,” Nelson retorted quickly as the turbolift slowed to a stop. “Don’t ever forget that.”

“Should I be concerned that he wants to be there?”

“Probably not. But if he tries to get you to sign anything, don’t. He may have gotten some ideas from the Romulans.”

“What ideas? What Romulans?”

“Never mind,” Nelson said, taking Wuddle by the hand and walking him out into the corridor where a pair of Bradley’s Special Secret Section guards were standing watch in front of the conference room door, wearing matching navy blue suits and scowls. As Nelson and Wuddle approached, the guards simultaneously pulled out tricorders and scanned them, then, nodding silently, activated the doors.

“What’s the matter, fellas?” Nelson asked. “Couldn’t Bradley afford to buy you personalities?”

“Should you be taunting them?” Wuddle whispered nervously.

“Why not?” Nelson replied with a smile. “I’m dating the leader of a foreign power. If Bradley does anything to me, he risks pissing you off. I think I can pretty much do whatever I want. Frankly, that’s the only thing making this meeting palatable.”

“Ah. As long as you’re happy,” Wuddle said, walking into the conference room with Nelson.

President Dillon, Captain Beck, Commander Morales, and Lieutenant Russell were standing at the rear of the room around a small refreshment spread engaging in awkward conversation judging by the looks of relief that washed over the command crews’ faces when Nelson and Wuddle arrived.

“Frequoq…” Beck began.

“Frequoq Wuddle, it is a pleasure to see you again,” President Dillon said, speeding past Beck and grabbing the Multek’s hand in a welcoming hand shake.

“Er…hello,” Wuddle said uncomfortably. Diplomatic meetings with other governments with a bit out of Wuddle’s range of experience, since, officially, the Multeks didn’t believe that any other governments existed.

“Can I offer you a drink before we begin?”

“I think he’d rather just get on with it,” Nelson said, taking a seat at the conference table.

Beck chuckled softly. “That makes…well…all of us,” she muttered, quickly following Nelson’s lead. Within moments, Bradley was the only one left standing.

“Ah,” Bradley said taking a seat at the head of the conference table. “Well…we can begin the meeting.”

“Thank you so much, Mister President,” Beck said with as much mock gratitude as she felt she could get away with before it slipped over the line into condescension. “So what brings you out this way, Frequoq?”

Wuddle opened his mouth to speak, but was cut off by President Dillon before he could even get a word out.

“Please excuse, Captain Beck, your Frequoqness,” Bradley said, showing that he’d done his homework by invoking the appropriate form of address. “Meetings such as these are somewhat out of her realm.”

To her credit, Beck did not immediately leap down the table and throttle Bradley, nor did anyone else on the command crew; although, from the glances they exchanged, it was obvious that they were all considering it.

Unaware that he’d just angered most of his audience, Bradley continued. “On behalf of the United Federation of Planets, I would like to welcome you to Waystation. I sincerely hope that this meeting will be the beginning of a new era of relations between our cultures. Of course, we would never dream of imposing ourselves on the Multek Enclave; however, should you decide that you desire a closer relationship with the Federation, we will be more than happy to oblige. The commerce opportunities alone are staggering, not to mention the cultural and scientific benefits to be had from formal exchanges.”

“I really just need a ship,” Wuddle said before Bradley could dive into what was undoubtedly the next of many many paragraphs of prepared politi-speak.

“A ship?” Beck asked.

“And some members of your crew.”

“That is a highly unusual request,” Bradley said, reasserting control of the meeting. “However, I am sure that we can discuss the situation and see what the Federation can do to assist you in whatever difficulty you have encountered.”

“Would you just shut up for two seconds and let the man speak?” Nelson snapped. “He came here for help. Not to listen to you babble.”

Bradley stared at Nelson in stunned silence for several moments, obviously shocked that anyone would dare speak to him this way.

“What’s happened, Wuddle?” Beck asked, focusing all of her attention on the Multek leader. Hopefully they could get Wuddle’s story underway before Bradley decided to attempt to make another speech.

“Nine days ago, a ship left the Multek Enclave headed into what you have called the Beta Quadrant. Very few people in the Enclave knew about this ship or its mission.”

“What was its mission?” Commander Morales asked.

“Exploration. As you know, my people don’t see any need for exploration, since the Multeks are the only beings in the universe.” Wuddle smirked slightly at this remark, then continued. “But knowing what I know, I thought it might be a good idea to get more of a sense of what, or who, is beyond our borders.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Beck said. “But I’m guessing something went wrong.”

“Honestly, I don’t know. I haven’t been able to contact the Weeble for two days now. I came to you because you have far more experience in this area than I do. Will you help me find out what happened?”

“Of course we will,” Nelson said, rubbing Wuddle’s arm. “Won’t we, Mister President.” That wasn’t so much a question as an assertion of fact.

“The Federation stands ready to assist you,” Bradley said, flashing a charismatic smile. “I can have Captain Beck take a ship out immediately.”

“No offense to you, Captain,” Wuddle said, pretty much ignoring Bradley. “But I feel the need to handle this myself. I sent those two men out, and I should be the one to get them back. I only want a ship, Commander Morales and Amedon.”

Bradley spoke up. “Surely Captain Beck would be a better choice. And Lieutenant Russell could provide tactical assistance.”

“Absolutely,” Russell said eagerly. “I’m more than ready to help you find your people. Just send me along, Captain.”

“Thank you, but I have worked with both Commander Morales and Doctor Nelson before,” Wuddle replied. “The Commander is an excellent pilot, and if my people are hurt, they will need a doctor.”

“Wouldn’t a Multek doctor be a better choice?” Bradley asked.

“That would mean telling them about the mission,” Wuddle said. “And if the crew of the Weeble have run into another species, I don’t think our doctors would be able to deal with the revelation that other life exists. As I said, I need people who are experienced at this sort of thing.”

“Commander, get the Cumberland prepped,” Captain Beck said. “You can leave as soon as you’re ready.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Wuddle said, with a bow of his head. “I knew I could count on you.”

“That’s what we’re here for,” Bradley said.

“I think we’re done here,” Beck said, rising from her chair. Wuddle and the Waystation command crew quickly filed out the door, leaving the President alone.

“Meeting adjourned,” he said to the empty room. Oh well. That just meant he wouldn’t have to share the bottle of ’34 Chateau de Surak with anyone.



Captain Beck was more than a little surprised to see Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges stepping out of a turbolift as the Waystation command crew and Frequoq Wuddle filed out of the conference room into the main corridor of the Presidential Briefing Center.

“Steph,” Beck said with a wave. Hodges waved back and joined the Starfleet officers as Bradley’s bodyguards continued scowling from a distance. “What are you doing here?”

“Colonel Lazlo wants me to pretend to assassinate President Dillon,” Hodges replied, looking less than thrilled. “He thinks it will convince the president to use marines as his bodyguards instead of the Secret Special Section.”

“Special Secret Section,” Lieutenant Russell said.

“Whatever.”

“But why send you?” Commander Morales asked. “You’re a pilot.”

“True, but Lazlo knows I won’t throw her in the brig,” Beck said.

“He does think occasionally,” Hodges said. “So is the president still in the conference room?”

“Yeah. He should be out in a minute. Would you wait with her, Morales?”

“Me?” Morales said. “Um…sure.”

“Good. I need to get back to Ops. Frequoq Wuddle, I’ll see you in the morning, I’m sure. Doctor Nelson can escort you to your quarters.”

“Er…actually, could you take him, Sean?” Nelson said. “I need to discuss something with the Captain. I’ll be along soon. We’ll get some dinner.”

“I’ll be waiting,” Wuddle said, kissing Nelson’s hand then following Lieutenant Russell into the turbolift.

“What did you want to talk to me about?” Beck asked.

“Not here,” Nelson said curtly.

“Ooooookay,” Beck said. Seconds later, the turbolift doors reopened revealing an empty car, which Nelson practically pushed Beck into.

“Hey!” Beck cried as the doors closed.

“Now we can talk,” Nelson said.

“Ops,” Beck ordered. “What’s so important that it’s got you assaulting a superior officer?”

“That wasn’t an assault. It was barely a push.”

“It was a full-on shove.”

“Was not.”

“Amedon! What the hell is going on?”

“I…I need your advice on something.”

“I think this is a first.”

“And maybe a last if you don’t shut up and listen to me,” Nelson snapped.

“Okay. I’m sorry. What’s on your mind?” Beck said.

“It’s more a problem of what’s in my gut.”

“There’s a problem in your relationship with Wuddle?”

“Yeah. Midon,” Nelson said, pointing at her stomach. “What else is in my gut?”

“I thought you meant it in a figurative sense.”

“Why would I…never mind. Look, Wuddle still doesn’t know I’m joined with a symbiont, and I have no idea how to tell him without scaring the crap out of the poor guy. Multeks just can’t handle something like this.”

“He fell for you even though you’re an alien.”

“Yeah, but most of the time I think he’d be quite happy to bleach my skin, dye my hair blue, and whisk me off to live on Multos as his Snarkleberry.”

“Snarkleberry?” Beck asked, fighting a smirk.

“Long story. The point is that outwardly I’m humanoid. Wuddle can relate to that. I don’t think he can relate to a sentient slug in his girlfriend’s stomach that makes up half of her personality. But I have to tell him at some point. I can’t stand the idea that part of our relationship is built on a lie. He doesn’t really know who I am. I’ve just got to find a way to break it to him…without sending him fleeing in terror. What do you think?”

Beck thought for a few moments. “Honestly, I don’t think you’re giving him enough credit. Wuddle fell in love with Amedon Nelson, and Amedon Nelson is Amelia Nelson and Midon. Sure he may be a little freaked out at first, but really what does the symbiont matter to him? He never sees it. It’s just a part of who you are.”

“So you’re saying I should just tell him. Just like that.”

“Maybe over a romantic dinner. Get him calm and relaxed first,” Beck said.

“Then spring the slug on him. I like that,” Nelson replied.

“Maybe try something less like an ambush. There’s got to be some way to work it into conversation.”

“Oh sure. ‘Hi, dear. Sorry you lost those men. I’ve got a symbiont. Wanna go to bed?’ That should work great.”

“My advice doesn’t require sarcastic accompaniment,” Beck said.

“I know,” Nelson said, shaking her said. “I just…I don’t want to scare him off, Lisa.”

“You’ll find a way to tell him. And if he loves you as much as I think he does, he won’t care.”

“Won’t care?”

“Okay. He’ll care. But I’m sure he’ll get over it.”

“Not feeling comforted here.”

“You only asked for advice. I charge for comfort.” Beck and Nelson froze for a second, then started laughing. “Wow, that came out wrong,” Beck said.



“That was…interesting,” Hodges said once Beck and Nelson’s turbolift had departed.

“I guess so,” Morales replied uncomfortably.

“Something wrong?”

“Other than the fact that I’m a co-conspirator in a plot to mock-assassinate the President?”

“At least it’s just for pretend.”

“I’ll make sure I tell that to the judge.”

“Just relax, Morales. Lisa’s right. You are uptight.”

“She said that about me?” Morales asked.

“Not in so many words.”

“What did she say?”

“Nothing bad. You’re quiet. And generally reserved…when you’re not kissing her in the middle of life-or-death situations.”

Morales flinched. “She told you about that, huh?”

“She tells me everything. Just like I tell her everything. Besides, there’s nothing wrong with being quiet and reserved. That usually means you have more interesting things going on in your head that you just don’t feel like babbling about. I like that.”

The conference room doors finally slid open, and President Dillon stepped out, bottle of wine in hand.

“I’m going to my chambers,” Bradley said to his guards. “And I don’t require an escort.” He spotted Morales and Hodges and approached them before heading to the turbolift. “Was there something else that you needed, Commander?”

“Um…er…well…I…um…”

“I’m Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges, Federation Marine Corps,” Hodges said, grabbing Bradley’s hand in a rapid handshake with her right hand as her left subtly slipped into her uniform jacket pocket. In a flash, she pulled out a small cylinder and jabbed it into the President’s stomach.

“And if I were an assassin, you’d be dead right now,” Hodges continued. “Think about that next time these goons are following you around. This message brought to you courtesy of Colonel Martin Lazlo. Bye!”

Hodges grabbed Morales’s arm and yanked him into the turbolift just as the Special Secret Section guards rushed to Bradley’s side. “Well, that was fun,” Hodges said, her voice shaky. Morales’s mouth just opened and closed repeatedly as the commander tried to regain his composure. “You okay?”

“I…you…wow.”

“I know. I can’t believe I did it either. Thanks for helping me.”

“Don’t mention it.”

“But you were a big help.”

“Seriously. Don’t mention it,” Morales said, finally able to smile. “I don’t think presidential assassin is a good thing to add to my resume.”



FIVE DAYS LATER…



If it weren’t for the fact that they were supposedly on a life-or-death mission, Commander Morales would have sworn that he’d once again been shanghaied into chauffeuring Frequoq Wuddle and Dr. Nelson around the galaxy. The couple had spent most of the voyage stowed away in their cabin, leaving Morales to handle the piloting duties as the Runabout Cumberland skirted along the edge of the Multek Enclave at maximum warp on its race toward the last known coordinates of the Weeble. Fortunately, the Multek craft had taken a looping course befitting an exploratory vessel, allowing the Cumberland to catch up in a relatively short time.

It wasn’t short enough for Morales’s tastes, though. All the time alone had given him too much time to think, which usually led to bad things, most of the pining for Captain Beck variety. Much to his surprise, though, he hadn’t thought about her much at all this time. His mind had wandered from some painting ideas to possibilities of where to take his upcoming leave to his and Stephanie Hodges’ “attempt” on President Dillon’s life to rearranging the furniture in his cabin. He’d also spent a good deal of time wondering what the Weeble’s crew had gotten themselves into and trying not to pay attention to the various sounds coming out of Nelson and Wuddle’s room.

Morales checked their coordinates and gently brought the Cumberland out of warp into a void of open space. For better or worse, they had arrived. Now they just had to see if they could find anything.

“Morales to Nelson and Wuddle,” he said, activating the ship’s intercom. “I hope I’m not interrupting, but we’re here.” Actually, he didn’t care at this point if he was interrupting. They’d had more “alone time” in the last five days than he’d had in his entire life.

“We’ll…right there,” came Nelson’s harried reply.

True to their word, Nelson and Wuddle stepped into the runabout’s cockpit about five minutes later, which had given Morales plenty of time to observe the nothingness outside.

“Have you found anything?” Wuddle asked eagerly.

“Unfortunately, no,” Morales replied as Nelson slipped into the seat beside him and began poring over the scanners. She was no expert, but the readouts didn’t seem to show anything besides open space.

“We aren’t detecting any debris,” Morales said. “Which is a good thing. The only problem is that any ion or warp trails have long since dissipated. We can continue along this course to see if we run across anything. I’m not sure what else to suggest.”

“What about this?” Nelson said, pointing at a solar system on the edge of the long range sensors. “If they were in trouble, they may have tried to find a place to land.”

“They’re your men, Wuddle. What do you think they would do?” Morales asked.

“This is a bit out of our usual range of experience. We don’t really have procedures for what to do if you run into trouble outside of the Enclave. Inside, you can be assured that a ship will be along soon to help you.”

“We’ll take a look in the solar system then,” Morales said. “It shouldn’t be a long detour. If we don’t find anything, we’ll just resume course back here.” He punched in the new course and sent the runabout zooming toward the nearby system.

“I think there’s something here,” Nelson said a short time later, watching the sensors. “Those aren’t planets, are they?” she asked, pointing at the screen.

“No,” Morales replied. “Too small. It could be an asteroid field with a heavy ore content, or possibly ships of some kind.”

“Ships?” Wuddle said. “As in more than one?”

“Looks like it. They’re all congregated around the third and fourth planets of the system,” Morales said as the runabout passed the outer planets.

“I’m looking for lifesigns,” Nelson said. That was something she could do very well. “Hmm…I’m not getting much of anything. The planets are deserted and the ship…I think these are lifesigns. They’re all…odd.”

“What do you mean odd?”

“I’m not getting much in the way of variation. And I can’t seem to detect any distinct species…or get an exact count for that matter.”

“Well, let’s take a look. Hopefully they won’t mind visitors asking some questions. At the very least, they may have seen something,” Morales said, sending the runabout around the fourth planet toward the cluster of small vessels. There were about six in all over this world with five more working at the third planet. Something about the look of the ships seemed oddly familiar, but Morales didn’t place it until the sensors detected the massive black ship hovering equidistant between the planets.

“Oh hell,” he muttered.

“What?” Wuddle asked.

“Hang on to something,” Morales snapped back, suddenly sending the runabout into a dive and whipping the vessel back in the direction from which they’d come.

“What is it?” Nelson shouted.

“Collectors,” Morales said.

“Who?”

“I ran into them about a year ago. They take over planets, sell off everything of value, and enslave the population with mind control helmets.”

“Oh yeah. Those guys,” Nelson replied as Morales nervously watched the eleven smaller Collector ships assuming a pursuit course. “But you beat them.”

“Yes, but I had a marine detachment and a good engineer to help pull it off. Unless you can rig up some kind EM pulse generator to disrupt those helmets, we’re in big trouble.”

“Do you think they got my men?” Wuddle asked.

“It’s a good possibility,” Morales said. “I don’t think I can outrun these guys either.”

“May I take your chair, my dear?” Wuddle asked Nelson. “No offense to you, but I have spent more time behind the controls of spacecraft. If you’re about to take us into a fight, Commander, you’re going to need someone to handle the weapons.”

“The job’s yours,” Morales said. “I’m going to have to keep us in the system. In open space, we’re sitting ducks.”

“What do Earth waterfowl have to do with this?” Wuddle asked confused.

“Never mind. Doctor, get a message off to the station.”

“They won’t be able to get a ship here in time.”

“I know that, but they’ll at least know where we are and what’s happened to us. Who knows? We may get lucky.”

“All right,” Nelson sat down at the console behind Wuddle. “Hey. We’re being hailed.”

“Put it on,” Morales ordered. The small monitor on the wall to Morales’s left flashed on showing the image of a black helmeted Collector. “This is Commander Walter Morales of the United Federation of Planets. Please break off your pursuit of our ship.”

“I don’t think we have any of you,” the Collector replied.

“What does that mean?”

“Is the rest of that ship nicer than the cockpit or is your entire species without design sense?”

“Are you going to break off your pursuit or not?” Morales demanded, sending the runabout toward the rocky barren world at the outer edge of the system.

“No. We need to collect you. You’re new!”

“We don’t want to be collected. Thanks anyway.”

“It hardly matters.”

“That’s nowhere near as catchy as ‘Resistance is Futile’,” Nelson said.

“You’re not collecting us, and that’s final,” Morales said.

“We’ve heard that one before,” the Collector replied, sounding bored. “See you soon.” He then cut the channel.

“Send that message,” Morales said.

“On it,” Nelson replied.

“Wuddle, aft torpedoes. Launch three then a full spread. Detonate the three in front of the Collectors’ ships before the rest of the torpedoes arrive.” Wuddle followed the command, launching three torpedoes, which exploded in a blinding flash just ahead of the approaching Collectors. A split second later, the remaining torpedoes slammed into six of the ships while Morales darted behind the rocky planet and away from the Collectors as they scurried to regroup.

“That went well,” Wuddle remarked. “I believe we disabled three of their vessels.”

“They’ve got more,” Morales said flatly. Wuddle was about to reply when he spotted the four new sensor contacts heading their way from the inner planets as the remaining eight ships from the prior group closed from the rear.

“Any other ideas?” Nelson asked.

“Is anything Class M in this system.”

“Planets three and four,” Nelson replied, checking the sensors.

“Right where we don’t want to be.”

“Wait. There’s a moon around five that’s M.”

“I’ll take it,” Morales said. “If anything, we can ditch the runabout and maybe hide out until the cavalry arrives.” Morales slammed the runabout hard to port just as a blast seared past the starboard nacelle. The Collectors altered course as well, quickly closing the gap and laying into the rear of the runabout with weapons’ fire.

“Divert everything you can to the aft shields,” Morales ordered. “Hit them with every torpedo we have left.”

Dr. Nelson felt Midon squirm inside her. It was getting close to time for another does of unlogi, the symbiosis maintenance drug she had to take to keep them both alive. This didn’t exactly seem like the time to run to the back for a shot, though. It probably wasn’t the best time to tell Wuddle about Midon either. She’d just never gotten up the courage during the trip here and now…well now, as the Collector said, it hardly mattered.

The runabout jolted and bucked under the assault of several more Collectors’ blasts. “We’re losing the impulse drive,” Morales warned as the Class M moon loomed on the viewscreen.

“Will we make it?” Wuddle asked.

“We may be moving on inertia alone, but we’ll get there. Slowing us down enough to land may be a little tricky, though.”

“I have complete faith in your piloting skills. That is why I asked you to come.”

“I’m starting to wish I’d said no,” Morales said with a humorless chuckle.

Moments later, the runabout began its decent (more of a plummet really) toward the moon. Using the maneuvering thrusters, Morales flattened out their course and used the atmosphere to slow the craft down. Unfortunately, this was just the break the Collectors needed to catch up completely. Five of their ships were soon pacing them on all sides. Several beams lanced out of their undersides at the runabout.

“Tractor beams,” Morales said.

“Shields are holding,” Wuddle reported.

ZAP!

ZAP!

BOOM!

“But not anymore,” Wuddle said, checking the status display again as the effects of the Collectors’ shots subsided. An instant later, Morales felt control of the runabout being wrested from his hands as the Collectors’ tractor beams locked on and the ships dragged the Cumberland back into space.

“So much for that,” Nelson said.

Morales got up from his chair. “Let’s break out the phaser…”

The trio dematerialized before he got a chance to finish the sentence.



WAYSTATION



Colonel Martin Lazlo of the Federation Marine Corps stormed into Docking Bay One, his mustache twitching madly, as Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges jogged to keep up. Lazlo quickly spotted Captain Beck standing by the USS Wayward, supervising the launch preparations currently being made by Lieutenant Commander Porter and several other members of his engineering staff.

“What in the hell gives you the right to order ME down here?” Lazlo shouted furiously as Beck spun around to face the newcomers.

“We’re leaving,” Beck said. “And you’re coming with us.”

“You’ve lost your mind, Beck. The day I sit back and follow your order is the day…”

“Collectors.”

Lazlo froze. A slow smile spread across his face. “Now that’s different. Where are they?”

“Nowhere close, which is why we have to hurry. We’re fairly sure they have Commander Morales and Doctor Nelson as well as Frequoq Wuddle.”

“We’ll take the Mongoose,” Lazlo said. “I can have my entire force ready in an hour.”

“We may need them, but I’m not waiting that long. I want you, Hodges, and your ten best officers to come with us on the Wayward. We’re leaving in ten minutes. You can have the Mongoose follow, but we aren’t going to slow down for them.”

“Why Hodges?”

“The Collectors just took my best pilot, so I’m going to use yours. You think you can handle this thing, Steph.”

“After slugging around in the Mongoose, this is going to be like a star racer.”

“What about weaponry?” Lazlo asked.

“Bring as much as you like,” Beck said. “But we’re going to try not to kill anyone if we can avoid it. Those are just people that the Collectors have snatched under those helmets. Porter’s working on some electromagnetic pulse based weaponry, since that worked for you before, but he has no idea how long it’s going to take to get ready.”

Lazlo snorted. “We’ll bring our own ordinance. Porter’s good, but I don’t want to be caught empty handed if his stuff doesn’t work.”

“Fine by me,” Beck said.

“Really?” Lazlo said surprised.

“Yes. Get your people and your gear.” Beck turned back to the work being done on the Wayward. “Ten minutes, people!” she shouted as Lazlo and Hodges headed back toward the corridor.

“You handled that very well, sir,” Hodges said.

“Handled what?”

“Captain Beck’s orders.”

“The woman’s actually making sense for once,” Lazlo said. “If she wants us on the Wayward, that’s fine by me. It just means we get to the fight quicker. Now get your gear, Lieutenant.” Lazlo rushed off down the corridor, humming happily to himself. Frighteningly, this was the happiest Hodges had seen him in weeks.



After four days of pushing the Wayward’s engines to the absolute limit, the Starfleet vessel entered the solar system from where the Cumberland had sent its last message.

“Nothing so far on the sensors,” Porter reported as Hodges kept a close eye on her readouts. Captain Beck and Colonel Lazlo were both practically rocking in their seats, anxious for some sign of either the Cumberland or the Collectors.

“I’m not detecting any ships here at all,” Porter said a few moments later.

“Don’t tell me we came all this way for nothing,” Hodges said.

“I hope not. I missed several dinner dates with Phillip for this,” Beck said; although, she didn’t believe for a moment that this had been for nothing. Morales and Nelson wouldn’t have sent that comm unless they thought they were in deep trouble.

“Wait,” Porter said suddenly. “I’m getting an intermittent signal of some kind. I think it’s a beacon.”

“Where?” Hodges said.

“Between the third and fourth planets,” Porter said. He tapped a few commands, sending the exact coordinates to the helm.

Less than a minute later, the source of the signal was in view. It was a small box, about half a meter square.

“What is that?” Beck asked.

“I don’t know,” Porter said. “There’s some kind of energy field inside.”

“Probably an explosive,” Lazlo said. “Hodges, lock phasers.”

“Another signal just activated,” Porter said. “Actually, it’s a bunch of comm broadcasts. All in different languages. The universal translator is working on it.”

“And?” Beck and Lazlo asked expectantly.

Porter watched his monitor. “It says…Free to a Good Home.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Lazlo demanded.

“Bring it aboard,” Beck ordered.

“Madre de Dios! Are you nuts?” Lazlo snapped.

Ignoring the exchange, Porter activated the transporter, causing the box to materialize at the rear of the Wayward’s cockpit. He was up in an instant, scanning the box more closely with his tricorder. “I’m not reading anything dangerous. But then I’m not reading much at all.”

Beck reached down and activated the latch, causing the box’s lid to slowly swing open. “Stasis field,” she said flatly.

“Gross,” Lazlo said, looking down at the small brown slime-slicked blob inside the case. “What the hell is that thing?”

Porter didn’t need his tricorder to give the answer. He’d been up close and personal with the object in the box once before.

“It’s Midon.”



TO BE CONTINUED…






Collectibles - Part Two



Federation Marine Colonel Martin Lazlo was looking at a slug in a box. Why in the world would he give a damn about a slug in a box? And how did Lieutenant Commander Porter know what this thing being held inside a stasis field was? It was time to get some answers.

“What’s a Midon?” Lazlo demanded after hearing Porter identify the thing as though they should all know what he was talking about.

“Midon is her…his…its name,” Captain Lisa Beck said, beginning to pace the Wayward’s small cockpit anxiously. “It’s Doctor Nelson’s symbiont.”

“You’re looking at the ‘don’ of Amedon,” Porter added.

Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges swiveled her seat at the helm around to face the group. “Um…I’m no expert, but isn’t removing one of those things supposed to be fatal to the host?”

“Normally,” Porter said.

“Wait,” Lazlo said. “How can you even be sure that this is really Nelson’s slug?”

“I’m the one who put it in Nelson in the first place. I think I can recognize it,” Porter replied distractedly. His mind was obviously wandering elsewhere.

“All right. Then the bastards have killed Nelson. That just gives me another reason to blast them,” Lazlo said.

“What’s going on up there, Craig?” Beck asked softly, sliding up beside Porter and tapping his head as Lazlo began hatching exceptionally violently battle plans.

“Why?”

“I just want to know what you’re thinking.”

“No. ‘Why?’ IS what I’m thinking. Why did they remove Midon?”

“I don’t know. Maybe they don’t like symbionts,” Beck said.

“Or maybe Midon was in the way,” Porter replied. “We were able to take apart a Collectors’ helmet when we ran into them on Falinor. It had contacts on the inside to interface with a being’s neural pathways, allowing them to take over control of that person.”

“But with Amedon, half of her brain is in her abdomen,” Beck said, understanding.

“Exactly. If they wanted to collect Doctor Nelson, they had to get rid of Midon.”

“So she could still be alive,” Hodges said, ignoring Lazlo, who was currently detailing a way that he could single- handed liberate an entire Collector-controlled world. Of course, almost every one on the planet would be dead when he finished, but at least they’d be free to be dead.

“She’s alive,” Beck said firmly. “If the Collectors have the surgical know-how to remove Midon, leaving it alive, they have to have a way to keep Nelson alive after the procedure is complete. In any case, our top priority stays the same: get her, Morales, and Wuddle back. That means we have to find the Collectors.”

“I’m open to suggestions,” Hodges said. “They could have gone anywhere from here.”

“Get on it, Porter,” Lazlo ordered. “Find a trail or analyze a warp field or whatever it is you do.”

“I’d love to, but there’s nothing for me to find,” Porter replied, closing the stasis box and returning to his seat at the cockpit’s small science console. “Too much time has passed.”

Beck stepped up beside Hodges and peered out the front viewport at the planets beyond. “Why?” she asked.

“I thought that was my question,” Porter replied, drawing a slight smile from his commanding officer.

“It’s so good of a question that I had to steal it. Why were the Collectors here?” She looked over Porter’s shoulder at the scans of the various worlds of the solar system. “No one lives here. There’s nothing to collect.”

“The Cumberland’s message said that the Collectors were sending ships to the third and fourth planets, so something obviously grabbed their interest. Maybe we should go take a look- see for ourselves,” Porter said.



“Well, this is certainly underwhelming,” Porter remarked as he swept his tricorder in an arc at the barren rocky surface stretching out before him and Colonel Lazlo.

“I don’t know why I even came. There’s nothing here,” Lazlo muttered.

“You’re here to protect me just in case we’re wrong,” Porter said. “I didn’t beam down here to get shot or collected.”

“Don’t worry. If those bubble headed bastards show themselves, I’m going to frag them into the next millennium.”

“Glad to hear it,” Porter replied looking more closely at his tricorder. “I’m getting some residual energy signatures about a half kilometer that way,” he said, pointing off toward a slight rise in the topography.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means someone was there. You never know, Colonel. Sometimes those energy readings can be from weapons fire. Your favorite.”

“I’d like you better without the jokes, Porter,” Lazlo said, stalking off in the direction Porter had indicated.

“But then I wouldn’t be me,” Porter said following.

“Exactly.”

“You know you love me.”

“Can it, Porter.”

“Kissy-kissy.”

“I could shoot you, you know.”

“Nah. Captain Beck would kick your ass across every single planet in this system.”

“Fat chance. I’d hit her so quick she’d… Hey! Why are you laughing?”

“No reason.”

“Porter!”

“Energy readings, Colonel. I must focus,” Porter said, peering intently at his tricorder.

A brief walk put them in the middle of the ruins of a foundation of what had once been a fairly expansive structure. Judging by the wear and erosion, though, no one had lived here for centuries.

“Energy readings, huh?” Lazlo snorted.

“What do you call this then?” Porter said, showing the tricorder display to Lazlo as he held the device over a circular hole about half a meter in diameter.

“A bunch of squiggly lines I don’t give a damn about.”

“Somebody used a cutting beam here,” Porter explained.

“Yippee for them,” Lazlo said, wandering over to another part of the foundation. A shiny black object resembling a Starfleet padd laying on a waist-high wall remnant caught his attention. Idly, he picked his find up and looked it over while Porter continued his scans.

“There must be two hundred holes here,” Porter said, his face never looking up from the tricorder. “I don’t know what they pulled out of here, but it looks like the Collectors picked the place clean. There’s not even…wait. I’m getting another reading. It’s…in your hand.”

“Huh?” Lazlo said, glancing up. He hadn’t been paying attention to a word coming out of the Starfleet officer’s mouth.

“Where did you find that?”

“Over here.”

“Can I see it?”

“Enjoy,” Lazlo growled, tossing the object at Porter, who bobbled it and his tricorder for a few moments before dropping both in the dirt.

“You’re too kind,” Porter mumbled, retrieving both items.

“Well…” Lazlo said expectantly.

“Give me a second.” Porter ran his hand along the surface of the object, triggering a small display screen. He smiled triumphantly.

“It’s…



“…an ad,” Porter said, handing the black object to Captain Beck as she, Porter, Lazlo, and Hodges gathered in the Wayward’s cockpit. “Once I knew what to look for, I was able to narrow my scan parameters. The Collectors left these things everywhere.”

“I haven’t picked up the Collectors’ language yet,” Beck said. “What’s it say?”

Porter held up another padd and read. “Welcome to Nerewari Two. The archaeological and anthropological remains of this planet’s former occupants have been collected. We’re sorry for any inconvenience this may have caused you. If you are interested in acquiring any of the objects once found on this planet, please join us on Collector Vault-Ship O-97 for a spectacular auction featuring items from this world along with many others as well as space craft, fractigenial processors, and much much more!”

“The rest of it is just the date, time, and coordinates,” Porter finished.

“How much time do we have?”

“A little less than three days.

“But the site is only about a day from here,” Hodges said.

“Good. Then let’s get moving,” Lazlo said. “We can decimate the whole bunch of them before they sell the first item.”

“As tempting as that is, I don’t think I’m ready to throw one ship against the Collectors when they won’t have anything else going on to keep them occupied,” Beck said.

“So we’ll wait for the Mongoose,” Lazlo said. “It should be here in…” He shot a glance at Hodges.

“Six hours,” she replied.

“Plenty of time. And that will give us another ship and more firepower.”

“Um…the Mongoose isn’t exactly built for combat,” Hodges said. “She’s sturdy, but she’s really just a troop transport.”

“We’ll be taking it, Steph, but not into battle,” Beck said. “I’ve got another idea.” She caught Lazlo glaring at her, about to protest. “Don’t worry, Colonel. You and your marines will still get your chance to do what you do best.”

“We’d better,” Lazlo said, storming out of the cockpit.

“And what exactly do they do best?” Porter asked.

“Chaos and destruction,” Beck said smiling. “And I’m more than happy to let them go at it. Meanwhile, the three of us have some work to do before the Mongoose gets here.”

“The three of us?” Hodges asked.

“Sorry, Steph. Starfleet just drafted you.”



A soft beep in his ear indicated to Greeter 23 of Collector Vault-Ship O-97 that another vessel was entering the area and attempting comm the Collectors. Taking up position next to Greeter 24, he activated the comm unit at their joint console in the Vault-Ship’s control center to welcome the new arrival. The black screen mounted within the black wall in front of them flared to life, revealing three pale humanoids, two female and one male assuming their anatomies were standard, seated in a cramped, utilitarian cockpit.

“Ooooh,” Collector 24 said, examining the blocky vessel on a side monitor. “We don’t have one of those.”

“We do not Collect customers,” Greeter 23 scolded before addressing the newcomers. “Please identify yourselves.”

The red headed woman seated next to the ship’s blonde pilot stood dramatically. “Good afternoon, sirs. Professor Lisa Beck. Tantalus V Institute of Antiquities. I believe you have acquired several relics pertaining to the civilization once located in the Nerewari system. My colleagues and I have recently dedicated ourselves to the study of this fascinating species and are quite interested in seeing what you have to offer.”

“Those artifacts belong in a museum!” the blonde woman exclaimed, slamming her fist on her arm rest.

“Oh do stay calm, Doctor Hodges. I’m quite positive that we can come to some arrangement, can we not?” Beck asked with a polite smile.

“Welcome to Collectors Liquidation Sale 753,” Collector 23 replied robotically, running through his script. “The auction will commence in one hour. In the meantime, please feel free to land in our spacious docking facilities and enjoy the complimentary amenities we have provided for you. Remember, all sales are final, and we accept hillicas and Galacti-Card. In special circumstances, though, we will consider barter. Enjoy your stay and obey all Sales Coordinator instructions while on the Vault-Ship.”

“Your offer is most gracious,” Beck said. “We shall certainly accept the invitation. Professor Beck out.”

Greeter 23 closed the channel and quickly turned his attention to another more urgent matter: The reception hall was dangerously low on sausage puffs.



“I wasn’t expecting to have to dock in there,” Hodges said warily as she steered the Mongoose toward the bright green lights of the docking bay in the fourth of the massive Collectors’ ship’s five oval modules. If it weren’t for the lights, Hodges would not have been able to see the bay at all against the ship’s reflective black exterior.

“What is it with these guys and black?” she added.

“Maybe they’re just waiting for something darker,” Lieutenant Commander Porter remarked, straightening the long jacket he was now clad in. The trio had switched to civilian garb, since the Collectors might have found their Starfleet uniforms slightly suspicious.

“What?”

“Sorry. Old joke.”

“Just fly us in nice and steady,” Beck said. “No hesitation that might tip them off.”

“Nobody here but us academics,” Porter said.

“Exactly.”

“Well Doctor Hodges really isn’t liking this,” Hodges said as the Mongoose slipped into the vast docking bay, which was already occupied by several small craft of various configurations she didn’t recognize as well as fifteen small black oval craft with stubby wings that she had to assume were the Collectors’ assault craft that had overwhelmed the Runabout Cumberland days earlier.

“Actually, they’re making our lives a lot easier in some ways,” Beck replied.

“Tell that to me when we have to blast our way out of here.”

“Maybe it won’t come to that…no laughing, Craig!”

“Moi?” Porter replied innocently, hiding a smirk as the ship touched down on the deck. The docking bay doors slowly slid closed, cutting off the only avenue of escape.

“All right,” Beck said. “The plan hasn’t changed. Porter, find the runabout. I’m guessing it’s one of the ships they’re offering for sale, so it’s probably unguarded. Be careful, though.”

“Always.”

“Steph and I will head to the relics. No showing off, Steph. This isn’t like convincing those third graders that we were actually the only fifth graders in Starfleet. Somebody here might actually be an archaeologist. Stick to the indignant routine.”

“Indignant I can do,” Hodges replied.

“No doubt about that.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Kyle Rhodebeck.”

“You stole him!” Hodges snapped. “He was so going to ask me to homecoming!”

“See,” Beck said, glancing at Porter. “This happened in ninth grade, and she’s still upset.”

“Do I even want to know how you stole this guy?”

“She asked him first. And he said YES!” Hodges said.

“The boy liked assertive women,” Beck said with a shrug.

“Plan,” Porter said, bringing them back to the present.

“Right. While Steph is being indignant, I’m going to see if I can locate Nelson, Morales, and Wuddle.”

“Any idea how you’re going to accomplish that?” Porter asked.

“Um…not really.”

“You said they used mind control helmets, right?” Hodges said. “Maybe we could find some way to protect you from the effects, and you could go get yourself collected. I bet that’d make it easier to find them.”

Beck glared at her longtime friend. “That’s right up there with voluntarily getting yourself assimilated by the Borg. What kind of moron would do something like that?”

“Jeeze. Forget I mentioned it,” Hodges said following Beck and Porter out of the cockpit.



True to Colonel Lazlo’s descriptions from his one visit to a Collector ship, the walls, carpet, and pretty much everything else Lieutenant Commander Porter could see as he made his way through the corridors of the Vault-Ship were black. Recessed lighting near the ceiling gave the place something of an elegant feel, but Porter didn’t want to spend any more time there than he had to.

He came upon another Collector at a corridor junction, who silently pointed the way for Porter. Up ahead in the next hallway, he could see a pair of chirping feathered beings turning left through a set a double doors. This must be the place.

Following the avians, Porter found himself inside another docking bay, this one substantially less vast than the one where the Mongoose was currently parked.

“All ships are sold as is,” a Collector just inside the door barked at him, causing Porter to jump slightly. “You may inspect the vessels; however, test flights are not allowed. Thank you for shopping Vault-Ship O-97.”

“It’s a pleasure,” Porter muttered stepping deeper into the docking bay without so much as a glance at the Collector. Nine ships were parked throughout the bay, four of which all seemed of the same general design; although, Porter had no idea whose ships they were. The remaining five were all different, but only one caught Porter’s eye: the Runabout Cumberland.

Having spotted his quarry, Porter took a leisurely stroll around the docking bay, checking out the various ships and trying not to let on that he had a particular target in mind. Honestly, Porter wouldn’t have minded getting to spend a bit of time in each of the vessels to see how they ran, but there were bigger issues at hand.

Porter ran his hand along the hull of a sleek silver dart of a ship parked next to the runabout. This one was definitely built for speed and not much else. You’d be lucky to fit two humans in there. Of course, for all he knew this was a starship for a race of sentient chipmunks.

He took another look around the docking bay. The Weeble wasn’t here. Were they wrong about what had happened to the Multek ship?

Porter spotted another door in the side wall with a small window looking into an adjoining docking bay. He strolled over casually and peered inside. There was the Weeble, parked next to a small ship that looked most like a bunch of red grapes on legs. Almost instantly, one of the Collectors monitoring the docking bay was beside him.

“May I help you, sir?” the Collector asked.

“What about that ship?” Porter asked, pointing through the window.

“Those ships are not included in this auction.”

“Why not?”

“They have been chosen for our private collection.”

“Really?” Porter said. And what? Our runabout isn’t good enough for you? he added to himself.

“Please limit your shopping to the vessels in this docking facility,” the Collector said firmly.

“Absolutely. Sorry for the trouble.”

The Collector nodded slightly, his huge helmet reflecting Porter’s image, then stalked back to his post. Porter, meanwhile, made his way to the Cumberland, looking the ship over from the outside, allowing him to look like a potential buyer while also checking to see how badly the ship had been damaged. It looked surprisingly good. Either the Cumberland hadn’t been hit too hard or the Collectors fixed their captures up before selling them off.

Porter climbed the stairs and stepped through the hatch into the runabout’s cockpit, which was practically glistening. The consoles had been cleaned and shined to the point that the light reflecting off of them was blinding. If the Collectors ever decided to dump their current line of work, Starfleet should consider hiring them as the new janitorial staff. But somehow the Custodians didn’t sound nearly as impressive.

With the coast clear, Porter sat down at the runabout’s main console and got to work.



“Wow,” Steph Hodges said appreciatively as she surveyed the buffet that had been laid out along one wall of the Vault-Ship’s Primary Auction Hall. “These guys should dump the whole collecting thing and go into party planning. They’d make a killing.”

“Yeah, but somehow the Caterers doesn’t sound nearly as impressive,” Beck said just before popping a small puff pastry into her mouth.

“Aren’t you supposed to be scanning or something?” Hodges asked.

“I am,” Beck said, flashing the tricorder she was holding unobtrusively in her other hand. “It’s not helping though. The outfits the Collectors wear makes them all read the same.”

“So much for finding Walter and Dr. Nelson that way. Do we have a Plan B?”

“Plan B is the same as Plan A, just much less organized.”

“Wonderful,” Hodges said.

“Let’s get over to the display cases and pretend like we belong at this auction…right after I try one of those little chocolate things over there.”



For the most part, the various beings strolling in and out of the Cumberland ignored Porter as he sat at the front console inputting commands. Only one had gone so far as to sit in the pilot’s chair, indicating to Porter that no one was all that interested in buying the ship anyway, not that he’d be giving them a chance.

Sooner or later, though, Porter knew that the time he was spending in the runabout was bound to draw some attention. Actually, a good fifteen minutes had gone by before one of the obsidian-domed Collectors strode into the cockpit.

“May I help you?” the Collector asked, his voice threatening.

“Nope. Doing fine,” Porter replied tapping a control on the console just before the Collector stepped up behind his chair.

“What are you doing on this vessel?”

“Just looking around. You wouldn’t believe the number of games in this computer,” Porter said pointing at the solitaire game displaying on his monitor. “I think they’ve got some two-player ones if you want to take me on.”

“The auction will begin in ten minutes,” the Collector said, turning on his heel and heading toward the exit.

“Can’t wait,” Porter said. He gave the departing Collector a friendly wave then switched back to his work.



Hodges had quickly lost interest in the line of cases displaying the various artifacts and wares soon to be auctioned and wandered off to mingle with the other attendees, leaving Captain Beck to peruse the items the Collectors had swiped and scavenged from the surrounding star systems.

Nearby, the Collector on duty stood with a jet black padd, using it to open cases as people asked to take a look at items up close. Beck had expected armed Collectors to be everywhere watching over the crowd, but this was turning out to be an exceptionally orderly and civil affair. The other beings attending the auction behaved as though they’d been through this before, which bothered Beck to no end. It was bad enough that the Collectors swooped in and took whatever they wanted, but the beings attending these auctions were benefitting from the Collectors’ ill-gotten gains and didn’t seem to mind at all how these items were obtained.

Beck’s indignance was side-tracked as she came across a display case containing some familiar items, namely two Starfleet phaser rifles, two commbadges, a med kit, and a tricorder.

Steph Hodges suddenly slipped up beside her, smiling giddily as she clutched a wad of paper in her hand.

“You won’t believe what just happened,” Hodges said excitedly.

“What did you do?” Beck demanded, turning on her long- time friend.

“I got us hillicas. Five thousand of them,” Hodges replied, holding up the papers, which Beck saw where actually bills of currency.

“Is that a lot?” Beck asked.

“I have no clue. Who cares as long as we can buy something?”

“We’re not buying anything, Steph,” Beck said. “How did you get those?”

“That guy gave them to me,” Hodges said, pointing at a creature seated in the back row of seats facing the auction podium. How Hodges knew it was a guy, Beck would never know. To her, it just looked like a giant grey spikey ball with two eyestalks, a small mouth that was constantly opening and closing, and two giant holes between the eyestalks and the mouth that Beck assumed were part of a massive nose.

“He gave them to you?” Beck asked skeptically.

“Yeah. All he wanted in return was to smell my breath. Weird huh?”

“So you let yourself get sniffed up by a walking pair of nostrils.”

“And I got five thousand hillicas for doing almost nothing,” Hodges said. “You should go talk to him. Maybe he’ll pay you, too.”

“No way. I’m not selling myself.”

“Lighten up, Lisa. I just breathed on the guy.”

“Uh huh. But do you know what that felt like to him? For all you know, you just made him VERY happy.”

Hodges shuddered. “Just forget it, okay?”

“Fine. But this better be the end of it. I won’t stand for you opening up a breath brothel when we get back to Waystation.”

“Aren’t those Starfleet phaser rifles?” Hodges said, pointing into the case.

“Subject changer.”

“Don’t make me grab one of these guns.”

“Good luck getting to them. These cases aren’t made out of glass, you know. If you want in, you have to talk to our ball- headed friend over there.”

“Um…I think I’ll pass.”

“Wise plan,” Beck said, moving on to the next display case.

Moments later, her thigh started vibrating, almost causing her to jump into one of the cases. Beck quickly steadied herself, reached into her pants pocket, and subtly pulled out the source of the vibrations: her commbadge. She faked a yawn, putting the device close to her mouth.

“Beck,” she said quietly, then shifted her hand to her ear, holding the badge against her head as she scratched her hair with her fingers.

“We’re all set,” Porter’s voice replied. “But since the Mongoose is docked on board as well, I really had to scale back the power. Otherwise, we could wipe out our escape route.”

“How much will you get?” Beck asked, sliding her hand back to her mouth, then back to her ear.

“Pretty much everything from this module forward. The Mongoose and the auction hall are in the module in behind of this one, so I had to direct the pulse to fully toward the front.”

Beck faked a cough, giving her a reason to put her hand back to her mouth. “Understood,” Beck said. “That should be enough of a disruption to get their attention. Get back here as soon as you can. We’ll go a few minutes into the auction.”

“On my way. Porter out.”



In the runabout’s cockpit, Porter made a last check of the tricorder he’d brought along with him. Satisfied that its interfaces with the runabout and the Mongoose were in place and functioning properly, he made his way out of the ship and out of the docking bay, following the path of ever-helpful Collectors back through the corridors to the module of the segmented Vault-Ship where the auction would be starting momentarily.

They sure were a hospitable bunch of plunderers, Porter thought as a Collector stepped aside to allow him to enter a turbolift. The Collector entered behind him and stood silently as Porter asked the lift to take him to the auction hall level. The turbolift began its ascent, leaving Porter and the Collector standing in silence.

“Nice place you’ve got here,” Porter said, unable to bear the quiet any longer.

The Collector didn’t respond.

“I guess you guys don’t make a lot of small talk, huh?” Porter said, turning to look at his companion. The Collector’s hands suddenly latched onto Porter’s arms, pulling his face right up against the Collector’s helmet.

“Know…you,” the Collector’s mechanized voice croaked in a hoarse, strained whisper as though it was fighting for each word. “Know…Porter.”

“Morales?” Porter asked, trying to peer through the helmet. “Wuddle?”

The Collector didn’t respond. Instead, his arms fell limply to his sides.

“Just hang on,” Porter said, pulling his commbadge out of his pocket and tapping it, sending a signal to Beck.

“Bad time,” Beck’s voice whispered over the comm line. “The auction is about to start.”

“Sorry, Captain. I found Morales or Wuddle. I can’t tell which. He recognized me, though.”

“Can you get him back to the Mongoose?”

“I can try,” Porter replied as the turbolift slowed to a halt. Porter made a move for the exit, but suddenly the lift began to descend.

“You will not reclaim this Collector,” the Collector said ominously, pulling a small black device from a holster on his belt and leveling it at Porter, who had the distinct feeling that the object wasn’t anything friendly.

“I think the Mongoose is out,” Porter said, swallowing a nervous gulp.

“Are you in trouble?” Beck asked.

“Oh yeah.”

“Do not move,” the Collector said, reaching for Porter’s commbadge with his free hand while continuing to cover Porter with his weapon.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Porter said, slipping his other hand to his tricorder in his pocket. There was very little he could do without being able to see the tricorder, but he did know the exact location of one button, which he pressed.

“Tricorder,” Porter said just before the Collector pressed the commbadge, closing the channel. Hopefully, Beck would get the message.

“This is not a tricorder,” the Collector said.

“No. This is,” Porter said, pulling it out of his pocket.

“You will give it to me.”

“Sure thing. I’m here to cooperate,” Porter said, switching off the tricorder’s power then handing it to the Collector.

“That is best.”

“Are you guys going to collect me?”

“Most likely.”

“Ah. Mind if I ask you a question then?”

“Please.”

“How do you eat in those helmets?”



“They have to know Craig came with us,” Lieutenant Hodges said, her eyes darting around the auction hall looking for any sign that the Collectors there were making a move toward them. So far, everything seemed normal. Just a few moments earlier, the Collectors had requested that all auction participants take their seats, so Beck and Hodges were about the only stragglers still lingering by the display cases. “Maybe we should get out of here.”

“Might be a little conspicuous,” Beck said, pulling out her tricorder.

“I’m not just going to sit around waiting for them to come get us while you scan things.”

“Neither am I,” Beck replied, a slight smile crossing her face as she saw why Porter had mentioned ‘tricorder.’ He’d transmitted the control interfaces he’d been working on to her unit.

“So what are we going to do?”

“You’re going to tell that nice Collector over there about where these relics belong,” the captain said, gesturing slightly at the Collector holding the display case control padd. “I’ll join you in a minute.”

“You going somewhere?” Hodges asked.

“Nope. I’ll be right here.”

“How come I’m not liking this plan all of a sudden?”

“Just do it, Steph. Trust me.”

Hodges gave her friend a last look of “you’d better know what you’re doing” then approached the lone Collector standing watch over the display cases. “Could I have a word with you for a minute?” Hodges asked, crossing her arms and scowling her face in displeasure.

“The auction is about to begin,” the Collector replied flatly.

“There shouldn’t even be an auction!” Hodges exclaimed. “These relics belong in a museum! How dare you take the last remaining artifacts of such a great culture and use them for your own financial gain! What about the betterment of society? What about the enrichment of the universe? Do you have any idea what a loss this is for scholars around the galaxy?”

As Hodges dove into full rant, Captain Beck tapped a few final commands into her tricorder, then strolled over to join Hodges and the Collector. “Is this man bothering you, Doctor Hodges?”

“This entire situation bothers me, Professor Beck. The lack of respect shown to the Nefertiti…”

“Nerewari,” Beck corrected.

“Precisely my point,” Hodges said without missing a beat. “I’m so flustered I cannot even pronounce their name correctly.”

“Perhaps we should just adjourn to our seats,” Beck said, grabbing onto Hodges’ arm.



In a docking bay a module away, a console on the Runabout Cumberland’s activated silently, following the program Captain Beck had just activated through her tricorder. Energy began building in the sensor pod mounted over the runabout’s hull as shields crackled to life around the remainder of the vessel. With the auction participants all gathered in the auction hall, no Collectors had remained in this docking bay to notice.



Meanwhile, several decks below Beck and Hodges, Lieutenant Porter was just being led into a corridor where several more Collectors, one of whom was dressed in red instead of the usual black, were waiting for him. The red clad Collector stepped forward.

“I am Chief Assessor of this Vault-Ship. I demand to know why are you here?” he demanded.

“I heard there was an auction,” Porter replied with a shrug, keeping an eye on his captor, who had moved off to join his fellow Collectors. Porter still didn’t know if it was Morales or Wuddle in there, but he wasn’t about to lose him in the crowd of black helmets and uniforms.

“You have been recognized by one of the Collected.”

“Yeah, but I kind of have one of those faces. Everybody thinks they know me from somewhere. Happens all the time. Don’t worry about it.”

“You are here to free this Collected one,” the Chief Assessor said.

“Why would I want to do that?” Porter asked innocently.

“This will not be allowed. You will be Collected immediately.” The Chief Assessor nodded, signaling the horde of six Collectors to surround Porter.

“Thanks for the invite, but I’m in too many clubs already,” Porter replied.

The Collectors did not seem to care.



With the energy build-up in the sensor pod complete, the Runabout Cumberland moved to the next step of the program Porter had written. The sensor pod flared to life, sending a rapidly-expanding massive electromagnetic pulse searing through the forward modules of the Vault-Ship.



At that instant, a massive shudder rumbled through the vessel, knocking most of the Collectors and auction participants in the auction hall module aft of the Cumberland to the floor. With Beck holding her steady, Hodges managed to keep her footing while the rest of the beings in the room climbed back into their chairs and began excitedly talking amongst themselves about what had just happened and wondering if they were in any danger. They were far too distracted to notice the events unfolding at the rear of the room.

“I see we’ve started Plan B,” Hodges said.

“More like C or D at this point. Who can keep track?” Beck replied. She suddenly swiped the padd away from the fallen Collector in front of them. “Thanks for your time,” she said, jogging over to a nearby display case and tapping the control on the padd to open it. She grabbed the two stolen phaser rifles from inside and tossed one over to Hodges.

“Stop!” the Collector called, scrambling to his feet. “Those items won’t be available for purchase until hour three of the auction.”

“Consider this a preemptive bid,” Beck said, firing a stun blast into the Collector. Instantly, the other five Collectors posted in various places around the auction hall turned their heads toward Beck and Hodges as they went for their weapons.

“Time to go,” Beck said, backing toward the exit.

“I was hoping you’d say that,” Hodges replied, moving with her. “What’s next in this great plan?”

“We find Porter and hope like hell the Cumberland did its job.”



Porter was just about to give up on Beck and attempt an ill-advised run for it when he and the Collectors surrounding him were all violently jostled around the corridor by the shuddering of the ship around them.

“Um…what was that?” the Chief Assessor asked, looking around nervously at the walls as though he expected them to collapse at any time. None of his lackeys responded, not that Porter would have expected them to.

“Control, report,” the Chief Assessor snapped. He suddenly staggered back, clapping his hands over his helmeted ears. “Close channel! CLOSE CHANNEL!!!” Recovering himself, the Chief Assessor turned on Porter. “You did this, didn’t you?” he shouted.

“Did what?” Porter asked. “I’ve been here with you.”

“You still did it.”

“Did what?”

“You know what you did!”

“Do I?”

“Yes you do! You did it, and you know it!”

“What do I know I did?”

“You may think that what you did is done forever, but I’m going to undo what you did, and when I’m through with you, it won’t matter what you know now because then you’ll only know what I tell you to know! Do you understand me?”

“Not a bit,” Porter said.

“I am SO Collecting you!” the Chief Assessor shouted. He whipped his head around to face his minions. “You four. Get to control,” he barked. Four Collectors nodded quickly, then jogged single file into the nearby turbolift. All the while, Porter kept his eye on the Collector holding his tricorder and commbadge. He still wasn’t sure if it was Morales or Wuddle under there, but at least whoever it was had stuck around instead of following the others to the Vault-Ship’s control center.

“Ready to become one of us,” the Chief Assessor said, taking a step toward Porter.

“I thought about it, but I don’t think the benefits package really fits my needs. Thanks, though.”

Before the Chief Assessor could even manage a “huh?”, Porter dove at the Collector holding his equipment and tackled him to the deck, frantically slapping the pockets on the Collector’s uniform until he heard the soft chirp of his commbadge activating. “Porter to Cumberland. Two to transport. Lower shields and energize.”

The Chief Assessor tried to change his “huh?” to a “STOP!”, but it was too late. Porter and the Collector had already vanished in a cascade of energy.



At about that same moment, the Mongoose’s transporter activated causing several more cascades of energy to coalesce into the forms of Colonel Martin Lazlo and a cadre of his Federation Marines in a corridor in the Vault-Ship’s foremost module.

The Marines looked around woozily at the black corridor stretching off in either direction and tried to steady themselves.

“How long were we in that transport buffer?” Lt. Colonel Dan O’Neil asked, wobbling a bit.

“It doesn’t matter,” Lazlo snapped. “We’ve got work to do. All right, people. Remember the plan. If we’re here, that means the Starfleeters were able to set off an electromagnetic pulse. Some Collectors we encounter may just be confused and frightened aliens who were swiped and Collected. Others are going to be real Collectors. If you aren’t sure, shoot them anyway. Bravo Team, sweep for human and Multek lifesigns. Primary target is Doctor Nelson. She may be incapacitated. If the primary rendezvous point is unavailable, your top priority is to get her to the Mongoose and into stasis until she can receive medical attention. Move out!”

“You heard the Colonel. Let’s move,” O’Neil said, jogging off down the corridor with his team, phaser rifles at the ready.

“Charlie Team,” Lazlo continued, “Get to the hull and establish communication with the Wayward. Move out!”

“Why do I always get stuck with the heavy stuff?” Sergeant Rick Kyle whined as he struggled to jog off down the corridor under the weight of a portable subspace transceiver.

“Alpha Team,” Lazlo said once Kyle and his armed escorts had disappeared around the corner. “We’re taking the bridge.”



Porter and his kidnapped Collector rematerialized inside the Runabout Cumberland and immediately resumed their struggle on the runabout’s transporter pad. The Collector obviously wasn’t happy about being transported against his will and continually tried to head-butt Porter with his helmet. After dodging several head attacks, Porter managed to roll them both off of the transporter pad and into the runabout’s cockpit. Unfortunately, the maneuver left him open to a knee in the side, knocking the wind out of him.

Gasping for breath, Porter kicked away from the Collector and scrambled across the deck toward the supply locker as the Collector went for his own weapon, which had been knocked out of its holster and sent flying in the opposite direction.

Porter threw open the locker.

No phasers.

No anything actually.

The Collectors had stripped the locker clean.

So much for that plan.

Seeing that the Collector was very near its own weapon, Porter let out a wild cry and charged, hoping for the best. The cry was enough to make the Collector freeze for the half-second Porter needed to close the gap. He dove on the Collector’s back, slammed its helmeted head against the deck a few times, then reached over him and grabbed the blaster.

“Don’t move,” Porter ordered, aiming the weapon down at the Collector’s back.

The Collector suddenly reared up, toppling Porter backwards. Porter let himself fall and went into a back roll, coming up with the blaster squarely aimed at the Collector’s chest.

“I said don’t move.”

“Shoot,” the Collector said, advancing on forward.

“Stop!”

“Shoot…Porter.”

Assuming that was a request rather than a statement of the Collector’s intended course of action, Porter fired, dropping the Collector to the deck in a heap.



Finding Porter in a vessel the size of the Vault-Ship was looking like a daunting task to say the least Captain Beck decided as she and Lieutenant Hodges made their way through the corridors of the craft.

“Porter to Beck,” her commbadge barked suddenly.

The captain quickly pulled the device out of her pocket. “Beck,” she said. “Are you all right, Craig?”

“Just dandy,” he replied. “Frequoq Wuddle and I are just taking a little breather on board the Cumberland.”

“You found Wuddle.”

“Yep. Just got his helmet off. From what I’ve been able to tell, the Mongoose’s transporter activated as planned, and Lazlo and his people were unharmed by their stay in the transporter buffer. They’re currently rampaging through the control module.”

“Think of all the fun I’m missing,” Hodges said.

“Was that sarcasm?” Porter asked.

“I’m not sure,” Beck said.

“A little…maybe half,” Hodges said.

“Craig, is your position secure?” Beck asked.

“Seems to be. Say the word, and I’ll fly us out of here.”

“Stand by. We may need a diversion later on. But if things get ugly down there, get the hell out.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice.”

“See what you can do about finding Morales, Nelson, and the other Multeks. We’re making for the Mongoose. We’ll let you know if we run into any trouble. Beck out.”

Beck closed the channel and started off down the corridor.

“We do have a transporter on the Mongoose, you know,” Hodges said, falling into step beside her.

“Yes, but we’ve got two modules worth of Collectors that weren’t affected by the EM pulse. Our people are just as likely to be here as they are up front.”

“So what? We’re going to check every single Collector we come across until we find them?” Hodges asked.

“That’s the general idea.”

“I hate this idea then.”

“You could head on back to the Mongoose,” Beck said.

“Right. Like I’m going to just leave you here alone.”

“In that case, get ready. I think our first contestants on ‘What’s Under That Helmet?’ are heading our way.”



The corridors of the primary module of the Vault-Ship were filled with disoriented former Collectors stumbling (and in some cases running in an all-out panic) around the vessel desperate for some clue as to where they were.

Lazlo and his team were finding their every step bogged down by some poor sap or another begging for information or a ride home. Every so often, they’d run across a true Collector attempting to restore order, but most often the de-Collected masses were taking their anger and confusion out on the real Collectors, leaving the marines with no one to shoot. Finally, Lazlo’s team reached the doors of the ship’s control room (at least that’s what the badly-beaten Collector down the hall had told them just before losing consciousness).

With rifles at the ready, the marines forced the sealed doors open, revealing the scene of utter chaos within. Chairs had been thrown in every direction, smashing consoles and more than a few bones of the beings unfortunate enough to be within the flight trajectory. The true Collectors and the recently de-Collected were equally numbered and struggling hand-to-hand as those few consoles unaffected by the EM pulse or hit by a chair blinked around them.

Lazlo smiled. Finally some viable targets.

“Take them…”

A chair suddenly slammed into the side of his head, knocking the colonel into a rather instant state of oblivion. Fortunately, his troops knew him well enough to conclude that his next word was going to be “out” or “down” (instead of something less aggressive like “to lunch”), and they had a grand old time stunning everything that moved.



Lieutenant Colonel Dan O’Neil didn’t mind the occasional search and rescue operation. It was part of the whole marine gig, but this operation was really starting to get on his nerves. How was he supposed to find five particular beings on a ship this size when EVERYONE looked exactly the same?

On the upside, resistance had been light. There didn’t seem to be enough real Collectors left to cause much trouble, and most of them had enough sense to flee when they saw a team of heavily-armed Federation Marines sweeping down the corridor.

“Colonel,” Private Copeland said suddenly, holding up his tricorder. “Human life-signs.”

“Where?”

“Turn left at the next junction.”

“Let’s move!” O’Neil jogged off down the corridor, his troops close behind, and turned the corner to find a lone Collector sitting dazed against the wall. O’Neil knelt down, unlatched the Collector’s helmet, and slowly pulled it off revealing Dr. Nelson underneath, her eyes glazed as she muttered softly to herself.

“Doctor, are you all right?” O’Neil asked. “Can you hear me?”

Nelson’s head turned slightly, looking at him but not really focusing. “I can hear. We can’t. But I can. Not a we anymore.”

“Can you walk?”

“I’m fine,” Nelson replied as O’Neil pulled her to her feet. “Just fine. Alone and not dying. Just me.”

“Colonel!” McCabe cried, yanking O’Neil’s attention away from the doctor. A cadre of four Collectors had just turned the corner, weapons drawn.

“Sorry, Doctor,” O’Neil said, shoving Nelson back to the deck as the marines opened fire on the new arrivals. Despite having their weapons out, the surprised Collectors obviously hadn’t expected to find a team of marines waiting around the corner. The two who weren’t dropped in the first volley of phaser blasts fell back to the junction and returned fire from the cover of the corners.

Lacking cover of any sort, the marines quickly found themselves on the wrong end of this particular firefight.

“Everybody back,” O’Neil ordered, yanking a small stun grenade off of his belt. He armed the device and lobbed it down the corridor toward the Collectors, then quickly scooped Nelson back up off of the deck and started running in the opposite direction with the doctor unceremoniously slumped over his shoulder.

The grenade landed perfectly in between the two Collectors, who had just enough time to notice its arrival before it detonated, blasting them both into unconscious heaps on the deck.

With the threat taken care of, O’Neil set Nelson back down on her feet and let her get her bearings back.

“Are you still all right?” he asked.

“Uh huh,” Nelson replied nodding numbly.

“My orders are to get you to medical attention, ma’am.”

“Okay. That sounds good.”

“It will be just a moment.” O’Neil said, activating his wrist communicator. “O’Neil to Lazlo.”

Silence.

“O’Neil to Lazlo,” he repeated.

“Um…this is Sherwood,” a female voice replied finally. “The colonel is kind of unconscious right now. Did you want me to give him a message when he wakes up?”

“Are the rest of you safe?”

“Oh, we’re fine. The control center is secure.”

“Good. Is the Wayward here yet?”

“Not yet.”

“Okay. Stay there. And tell the colonel that we have Nelson. O’Neil out.” He closed the channel. “So much for Plan A,” he muttered. A thought struck him. “O’Neil to Captain Beck.”

The shrieking of energy blasts squealed back over the commline.

“Busy!” Beck’s voice shouted back.

“Oh. Sorry, Captain,” O’Neil said, quickly closing the channel. One more thought. “O’Neil to Lieutenant Commander Porter.”

“Present and accounted for,” Porter’s voice replied calmly. “What can I do you for?”

“I have Doctor Nelson.”

“Then we’re up to four out of five. I’ve managed to find all three of our missing Multeks. We’re all camped out on the Cumberland if you’d care to join us.”

“Our orders are to get to the Mongoose. I was supposed to take Nelson with us, but I thought…”

“We’d want to take care of her,” Porter said understanding. “Thanks, O’Neil. You’re officially on my good guy list.”

O’Neil pulled a transporter tag out of a pouch on his belt and stuck it on Nelson’s sleeve. “We’re in the second module. You should be able to detect the tag I just put on her.”

“Got it. Energizing now.”

Dr. Nelson waved slowly at O’Neil as her body dematerialized. A moment later, she was gone.

“O’Neil to Mongoose.” The marine transport ship’s computer chirped a brief acknowledgment. “Lock onto my signal and transport all Federation Marines in the vicinity aboard. Energize when ready.”



Why couldn’t they have just beamed in closer to the hull? Would that have been so difficult? Sergeant Rick Kyle shifted the bulk on his back one more time as he trudged a few additional steps along the corridor. The marines sent as his escorts had long since switched from a rapid jog to a leisurely saunter along the Vault-Ship’s corridors, and even that was almost too rapid a pace for Kyle.

The former Collectors now running through the corridors in states of abject confusion weren’t exactly helping matters either. Invariably, they’d bump into him as they ran past, almost sending him toppling backwards. Somehow Kyle didn’t think that the subspace transmitter strapped to his back would respond well to slamming into the floor.

Just a hunch.

Finally, he caught up with his so-called escorts, who were now leaning up against a wall, chatting casually.

“Oh so NOW you decide we need a break!” Kyle seethed.

“We’re here, Sergeant,” Corporal Kintasa replied.

“Thank the Great Bird!” Kyle exclaimed. “Get this thing off of me.”

Within moments, the marines had the transmitter array set up as close to the outer hull as possible and broadcasting a signal through the thick metal toward a set of pre-arranged coordinates in the space beyond.

“Mission accomplished,” Kyle said, slumping down to the deck. “So who’s carrying the refreshments?”



“Mind if I tell you something, Lisa?” Stephanie Hodges asked as three energy bolts seared past her while she hid around a corner.

“Sure,” Captain Beck replied from the opposite corner, firing a couple of shots back at their attackers.

“This whole taking out the Collectors one-by-one to find Morales thing was not one of your better plans.”

“I’m getting that impression. Ready?”

“I guess so.”

“One…two…THREE!”

Beck and Hodges hit the deck and rolled out into the corridor, firing as they went and quickly dropping the five Collectors blocking their path.

“There. Five more down,” Beck said, picking herself up and heading toward their latest victims.

“Who knows how many more hundreds to go?” Hodges muttered, following along. Beck had already unlatched one helmet, revealing a greyish-blue skinned hairless alien of the type they’d found several of as they went through the ship. Beck had concluded that these were the real Collectors.

Hodges quickly unlatched three of the other helmets, revealing another Collector and aliens of two different species Beck didn’t recognize.

The captain reached down to the last Collector, unlatched his helmet, and gently lifted it off of his head.

Underneath was…

…absolutely no one they knew.

“So much for this bunch,” Hodges said.

“At least we’re getting some great target practice.”

“So are they.”

Beck’s commbadge chirped again. “Beck,” she said after tapping it quickly.

“This is the Wayward, Captain. We’re on approach. Are you ready for transport?”

“We just have to find Commander Morales. Standby. Wait. Don’t standby. Is the deflector dish configured for EM pulses?”

“Yes, ma’am. We followed Commander Porter’s instructions to the letter.”

“Good. Contact the Mongoose and tell O’Neil to get it out of the Vault-Ship, then blast the aft two modules.”

“Understood. Wayward out.”

“Beck to Porter,” she said, tapping her commbadge.

“Porter.”

“Do you have some extra room on that runabout?”

“I always like more company.”

“Good. Lock onto Steph and I and energize.”

“Had enough fun for one day?”

“Hell yes.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 54952.6. We found Commander Morales. Granted we had to take over the Vault-Ship, disable most of its systems, search it from stem to stern, and anger several dozen folks who came for an auction to do it, but we found him.

He was scrubbing toilets.

Poor guy. The Collectors had sent him to clean their barracks bathroom, and he’d become trapped inside when our EM pulses disabled the electronics in the doors. Other than a slight allergic reaction to the cleaning chemicals, he seems fine, as do the Multeks.

Dr. Nelson is another matter entirely.”



“Any idea what you’re going to tell Starfleet?” Lieutenant Commander Porter asked as he and Captain Beck approached the door of the Wayward’s mess hall/sickbay.

“I think I’m pretty much stuck with the truth,” Beck replied. “We did what we had to do to retrieve Starfleet personnel and property. It wasn’t exactly diplomatic, but diplomacy doesn’t seem to work with the Collectors. Starfleet is just going to have to deal with it.”

“They do that so well.”

“Hey. At least we helped the Collectors get their engines running again. And the beings we freed seemed really grateful. I’m not going to be losing any sleep over this one.”

Beck and Porter stepped into the mess hall/sickbay. Currently, only one of the tables was still flipped over to be a biobed, and it was hidden behind a divider, giving its occupant, Dr. Amelia Nelson, a modicum of privacy.

Beck poked her head around the divider. Inside the makeshift-room, Nelson was gazing blankly at the liquid-filled tank beside her bed where Midon floated.

“Are you up for some company?” Beck asked. Nelson silently waved her and Porter in. “How are you feeling?” Beck asked.

“Fine,” Nelson said softly.

“That’s a good place to start,” Porter said, looking over the biobed readouts. “I’m no doctor, but it looks like everything here agrees with your diagnosis of fine.”

“The Collectors did a good job,” Nelson said, her gaze still locked on Midon.

“We’ll be back on Waystation in the next few hours,” Beck said. “You can check things out more thoroughly then.”

Frequoq Wuddle stepped behind the divider. “Captain,” he said by way of greeting.

“Wuddle,” Beck replied. “Is everything all right?”

“Yes. I was hoping to speak to Dr. Nelson,” Wuddle said, his eyes shifting back and forth from Nelson to the tank holding Midon.

Porter shook his head. “I don’t know if she’s up…”

“I’m fine, Craig,” Nelson interrupted. “Come sit down, Wuddle.”

“That would be our cue,” Beck said, grabbing Porter by the arm and pulling him out of the room as Wuddle gently sat down on the bed beside Nelson.

“I’m glad to see that you have recovered,” Wuddle said stiffly.

“I guess you could call it that,” Nelson said.

Wuddle looked from the tank to Nelson again, then started to stand. “I should let you rest.”

Nelson’s hand grabbed his, stopping his retreat. “I wanted to tell you. I just…it was never the right time.

“I don’t think there would ever be a right time.”

“Wuddle…”

“No!” Wuddle shouted suddenly, yanking his arm away. “Don’t give me platitudes. You lied to me. I thought you were human! All the while you were being controlled by that…that thing!”

“We were one being,” Nelson said, sitting up. “One mind. You can be pissed off about it all you want, but the fact is that the woman you loved was the result of that joining.”

“You are that woman.”

“No, I’m not, Wuddle. I’m just Amelia Nelson. I know this is hard for you to get your mind around, but Amedon doesn’t exist anymore. You’ve made it pretty clear that you wouldn’t want her if she did.”

“I never said that.”

“Sure. Referring to Midon as ‘that thing’ was meant to be endearing.”

Wuddle was silent for several moments, licking his wounds.

“Are you going to put it back in you?” he asked finally, eyes locked on the tank.

“I don’t know,” Nelson replied. “For the first time in almost five years, I’m just me. I didn’t really intend to join with Midon in the first place.”

“Mister Porter explained what happened. You were saving the creature’s life.”

“Midon is not some kind of monster. That symbiont has been alive for close to a century and has a great deal of knowledge to share. Half of Amedon that loved you was coming from Midon. Don’t forget that.”

“Loved,” Wuddle said softly. “You don’t…”

“I’m not Amedon,” Nelson replied, putting her hand on his. “The part of me that made up her loved you, but now…I need time. I don’t really know who Amelia Nelson is anymore. And the fact is, you never met her until now.”

“I would like to get to know you again.”

“What if I decide to rejoin with Midon? What then? Could you deal with that?”

Wuddle didn’t respond. In all honesty, he wasn’t sure how to respond.

“Looks like you need some time, too,” Nelson said. “You can’t hide from the rest of the galaxy forever, Wuddle. There are all kinds of beings out here, and one of these days, you and the rest of the Multeks are going to have to deal with them.”



Several light years away, the Chief Assessor of Vault-Ship O-97 stood in his ship’s command center watching space slowly sail by as the vessel limped back toward Collectors’ territory. The auction was a complete failure, but on the upside, the invaders had not made off with their prime acquisitions from this trip.

The ship they obtained from the pale guys with the blue hair was a particularly nice find.

The Collectors would have to find a way to get some more of them.



END




Hail to the Chief



Once you get past the initial “Oooh wow” of it, space travel really isn’t all that exciting. Space is big. Really, really big, so, barring the occasional anomaly or alien attack, you really aren’t bound to run into much on your way between here and there. Engineers and warp physicists do all they can to make trips faster, but at some point a space traveler is bound to find himself uttering that sentiment which has passed across the lips and other speech organs of every spacefaring species known to the galaxy: I’m bored.

As an organization dedicated to space exploration (which by its very nature involves a great deal of time spent going from one place to the next), Starfleet realized very early on that something had to be done to keep starship crews entertained as they traveled. The pinnacle of their efforts, the holodeck, was now standard issue on just about every Starfleet vessel.

Runabouts, however, were unfortunately not on that list, a fact that Captain Lisa Beck became more and more acutely aware of as she spent several days trapped on one with Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter and Lieutenant Sean Russell traversing the distance between the Hujinor System and Waystation. In all honesty, what Beck really wanted was to be on Waystation right then and there, so she could track down Phillip Harper and set a time to go out on an actual date with him. With their schedules as busy as they had been of late, the couple hadn’t really been out in what seemed like months. At best, one of them would head to the other’s quarters late in the evening after a long day of work, meaning that most of their time together was spent asleep.

That needed to change, and it needed to change quickly, something that was rather difficult to accomplish while she was sitting in a runabout cockpit, bored out of her skull. Ideally, this was where a holodeck would come in, but, since Beck was on the aforementioned runabout, that option was unavailable to her.

“You could read a book, you know?” Lieutenant Commander Porter said from the pilot’s seat as Beck shifted yet again in the co-pilot’s chair beside him.

“We’ll be there soon,” Beck said. “I wouldn’t have time to get very far.”

“Take a nap? It’s working for Sean.”

“Am I bothering you that much?” Beck asked.

“Only when you break into those abrupt shift-fidget-seizure moves you’ve been doing in that chair every fifteen seconds since you sat down.”

“Sorry. I’ll be still.”

“Okey-doke.”

Five seconds later, Porter chuckled.

“I did it again, didn’t I?” Beck said.

“Yep.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Something on your mind?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so,” Beck said with a sigh as the stars streaked by in front of her. She was quiet for a moment. “He seemed happy.”

“Captain Rydell? Yeah. Of course, it was his wedding, so I’d hope he was happy.”

“Karina is good for him.”

“Are you trying to convince someone?” Porter asked.

“No. It’s just…I can’t believe he went and did this. Retired. Married. Running a resort. I just can’t see Alex that way.”

“I don’t know. I’d have a hard time believing that Starfleet would ever promote him to Admiral, so what else was he going to do? Stay a captain forever? I don’t think Captain Rydell ever intended to grow old in Starfleet. Don’t get me wrong. I loved serving under him, but I always got the sense he was only going to stay in command while it was fun for him. There was always something else that he wanted.”

“I guess you’re right,” Beck said.

“The evidence is certainly working in my favor. But what about you? Is Starfleet your career or just something to pass the time?”

“Career,” Beck said without a trace of uncertainty. “I’ve wanted this for as long as I can remember. And someday when I’ve had enough of being out here, I’m going to settle into a nice cushy admiralty at Starfleet Command with a big office and a giant desk.”

“Sounds good to me,” Porter said.

“What about you?”

“To be honest I don’t know. I like what I’m doing now, but I can’t keep up this kind of pace forever.”

“Heading up science and operations is a lot,” Beck said. She’d never really thought about it before now, but expecting Porter to oversee two major departments was borderline crazy. It made more sense when Waystation was just a tiny outpost, but that hadn’t been the case for over three years now. “Do you have a preference?”

“Depends on when you ask me,” Porter replied. “But I can’t imagine leaving Starfleet. It’s been good to me, and I like the people.”

“The people are a plus,” Beck said. “Even if they don’t always stick around.” She laughed to herself. “You want to hear something crazy?”

“Sure. Lay it on me.”

“I think I’m jealous.”

“Of Captain Rydell?”

Beck shook her head. “No. Karina Durham.”

“Oh really?” Porter said, pulling his attention away from the flight console to look at Beck. “You and Captain Rydell?”

“We never went out or anything. Nothing at all really. I just always thought that he and I kind of clicked somehow. It never would have worked. Not with our respective commands, but if we ever ended up stranded on a deserted planet or something, I bet it would have happened. Of course, now he has Karina and I have Phillip, so it doesn’t really matter, does it?”

“As long as you’re happy.”

“I will be if we ever get back to the station,” Beck said.

“All you had to do was ask,” Porter said as he dropped the runabout our of warp. “Entering Sector 41.25 now.”

At first glance, all that appeared to be in front of the runabout was more empty space, but gradually a familiar object began to grow as the craft approached. Soon the two massive saucers of Waystation loomed over the runabout. Beck found herself studying every meter of the station as they passed, thinking that she really didn’t spend enough time appreciating her command from the outside. Her command. One hundred decks of responsibility, not that she felt weighed down by it. In her early months on board, she’d actually wondered if she’d made the right decision as the boredom of being in the middle of nowhere pressed down upon her. Waystation was not nowhere anymore. Several thriving colonies now existed in their neighborhood of the Beta Quadrant (well away from the nearby Multek Enclave, of course), and Waystation itself had become a major point of call along the shipping and travel lanes passing through the region. Beyond that, Waystation was now the de facto seat of the Federation government, since Bradley Dillon had become president and decided to remain on board rather than relocate to Earth. Boredom was rarely a part of Beck’s existence anymore, which was fine by her. She’d never considered herself to be particularly interested in power, but Beck liked being in charge of Waystation. She watched a bit more of her command pass by. Some people said it looked like a giant dumbbell in space, but to Beck it was beautiful, and all hers.

Porter steered the ship along the upper saucer, past several small freighters and other vessels docked at the stubby docking arms extending from the saucer’s outer edge, then skirted up toward the doors of Docking Bay Two.

“Runabout Cumberland to Waystation. Request permission to dock,” Captain Beck said, activating the ship’s comm system.

The docking bay doors began to slide open even before Commander Walter Morales’s voice gave a response. “You’re clear, Cumberland. Welcome home.”

“Thanks. We’re glad to be back,” Beck said.

“Will we see you in Ops?” Morales asked.

“At tomorrow morning’s command staff meeting…unless you need me for something now. I’d really like to get back to my own quarters and settle in.”

“No. I mean there’s no crisis,” Morales said. “We’ll see you tomorrow. Get some rest.”

“Planning on it. Cumberland out,” Beck said.

“Home sweet home,” Porter said, sliding the runabout into the docking bay and setting it down between the USS Wayward and the Runabout Roanoke. “You want to wake Sean or should I?”

“I’ll leave that particular honor to you,” Captain Beck replied, activating the hatch, which spread open out to the docking bay. “And he can clean up whatever the heck that was he spilled in the common area.”

“I think it was chili. I’d need a tricorder for a thorough analysis, though,” Porter replied.

“You have fun with that,” Beck said, gulping down her disgust. “And Craig?”

“Yeah.”

“Thanks for listening.”

“Any time. I mean that.”

“I know,” Beck said with a smile before heading down the steps out of the runabout. Porter watched her go, then headed back through the runabout’s common area to the two small bedrooms at the rear of the vessel.

Lieutenant Sean Russell was laying on the lower bunk of the room he and Porter had shared for the voyage, staring at the top bunk above him.

“You’re awake,” Porter said surprised.

“Have been for a while,” Russell replied.

“Any particular reason you decided to stay back here instead of joining us in the cockpit for witty repartee and sparkling conversation.”

“I kind of wanted to think,” Russell said.

“Fair enough,” Porter said, sitting on the edge of the bed. Neither man spoke for several moments.

“Aren’t you going to ask what I was thinking about?” Russell said.

“Too predictable,” Porter replied. “I figured if I sat here long enough, you’d tell me…or it’d be time for my duty shift. One or the other.”

“I was thinking about Monica.”

“Vaughn?” Porter asked. At Alex Rydell’s wedding, Russell and Monica Vaughn had run off together for a little private time. Obviously the experience had stuck with Waystation’s Chief of Security.

“Do I even want to know about this?” Porter continued.

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“Well, if you’re about to give me a blow-by-blow of you two… Wait. Yeah. I do want to know. The woman’s a legend. How was she?”

“Wonderful, but that’s not what I’m thinking about.”

“And I’m suddenly disappointed,” Porter said.

“Craig!”

“Sorry. I’m new at this.”

“New at what?”

“This! Counselor Miller’s gone for a few weeks, and suddenly everyone needs a counselor.”

“Who else wanted a counselor?”

“Never mind.”

“Captain Beck?” Russell pressed.

“I can’t tell you that. Doctor-patient confidentiality. Now what’s wrong with you?”

“Monica.”

“Yeah, I got that part,” Porter said. “What about her?”

“Did you know she’s a lieutenant commander now?”

“Oh,” Porter said understanding. “I see.”

“And she’s the Secondprize’s chief engineer.”

“So? You’ve been Waystation’s Chief of Security for years now.”

“But I’m not a lieutenant commander.”

“Yet.”

“I’ve been doing everything I can think of to get a promotion for a year or more now, Craig. It’s not going to happen. The captain hates me.”

“Captain Beck doesn’t hate you.”

“She fired me!” Russell exclaimed.

“Once! And that was years ago. And you deserved it. AND you earned your job back.”

“Not that it’s helped.”

“Your day will come, Sean. I’m certain of it. Just maybe not today…or tomorrow.”

“Or ever. Nothing ever happens here.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Porter said. “Besides, the station is peaceful most of the time because you do a good job.”

Russell rolled his eyes. “Oh yeah. That’s going to get me noticed.” He sat up quickly. “It doesn’t matter,” he grumbled. “I don’t care anymore. None of it’s important.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Porter said.

“What?”

“Sex with Vaughn induces depression. A counselor should probably know that.”

“You’re not helping.”

“Sorry. Was I supposed to?” Porter said.

“Yes. Say something. Tell me what I should do.”

“Your job…because you’re good at it. The extra pip doesn’t matter that much.”

“So says the man with the extra pip,” Russell muttered as he stood up.

“You’re just in a funk. Sleep it off. You’ll be fine in the morning.”

“Uh huh,” Russell said, leaving the room.

Porter let him go, then suddenly came to one horrifying realization: now he was the one who had to clean up the chili.



As soon as she entered her quarters, Beck asked the computer to connect her via video to Phillip Harper while she unzipped her uniform jacket and threw it on the bed. Sure the runabouts were climate controlled and all, but after spending a couple of days in one, Beck wanted nothing more than to put on some clean, casual clothes.

While the computer connected her to Phillip, Beck ordered up a new set of clothes and got changed.

“Now that’s a new way to start a conversation,” Phillip’s voice said bemused from behind her as Beck slid on her shirt. She turned around to face him, or rather his image on the wall monitor.

“Anything for a cheap thrill, huh?” she said with a grin.

“Nothing about you is a cheap thrill.”

“Are you saying that I’m high maintenance?”

“Never. Just refined.”

“I’ll remember that next time I take you to the holodeck for fried chicken.”

“It doesn’t get much more refined than that,” Phillip said. “So how was the wedding?”

“Fine. No problems. I didn’t stumble over my lines or anything.”

“I doubt they would have cared what you said as long as they were married by the end of it.”

“Probably not,” Beck said. “I wanted to do it right, though. This was the captain’s big day.”

“The captain?”

“I’m always going to think of Alex that way. But right now I’m kind of thinking of dinner. Are you free this evening?”

Phillip looked around at his surroundings. “Um…”

Beck suddenly realized that that wasn’t Phillip’s quarters or his office at the Associated Worlds Network behind him. “Where are you?”

“On my way to Earth,” Phillip replied. “I thought you knew when you commed me.”

“I just told the computer to find you,” Beck said. “Guess it did a good job.”

“Well, I did leave forwarding info in my system just in case you tried to reach me.”

“Was this a scheduled trip?” Beck asked. “I don’t remember you mentioning it…not that I’m trying to control your movements.”

“I know. The trip was last minute. One of my partners on Earth got us a meeting with a potential investor.”

“For AWN?”

“No. SolTerra.” Phillip saw the confused expression on Beck’s face. “SolTerra Industries. That company I’ve been babbling about for the last three months.”

“Oh yeah,” Beck said, still not sure what Phillip was talking about. As much as she hated to admit it, she tended to zone out whenever he started in about his business dealings. She assumed he did the same thing whenever she discussed Starfleet business.

“We’re close to being able to move some of these ideas out of the prototype phase and into production, but we need more backing. I needed to be at this meeting.”

“I understand completely,” Beck said. “You’ve got your business to attend to.”

“It will hopefully be a business one day. AWN is great and all, but I want something bigger.”

“You’ve been hanging around Bradley Dillon too long.”

“The man is extremely successful. I’ve learned a lot from him.”

“Now you’re starting to scare me.”

“Be nice, Lisa.”

“Why? Bradley’s the president and has more credits than most Federation worlds. I don’t think whether I talk nicely about him or not is going to affect his life in the slightest.”

“He’s given me a lot of good advice.”

“Are you sure he’s not trying to ruin you, so he can pick up AWN cheap?”

“Give me a little credit,” Phillip said, showing a bit of irritation.

“You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m just a tired.”

“Get some sleep then.”

“As soon as I find some food, I will,” Beck said.

“All right. Well have a good night.”

“You too. Have a good trip.”

“I’m certainly going to try. Love you.”

“I love you, too. Night.”

“Good night.” Phillip leaned forward and cut the comm channel, leaving Beck gazing at a Federation logo.

“So much for that,” she muttered.



Experience had taught Lieutenant Commander Porter that timing was everything, particularly when it came to dropping in on Joan Redding while she was at work. Several weeks earlier, Porter had discovered that his hostile relationship with AWN’s star reporter had somehow progressed into something more resembling a friendly banter. And then one night he ended up asking her to dinner (or she asked him. He still wasn’t quite sure what had happened there). Yes, she was certainly attractive, and he’d enjoyed having a woman in his life, but somehow he still felt like this was a relationship he’d stumbled into rather than pursued. He wasn’t even sure that that was such a bad thing.

What he was sure of, however, was that showing up at the AWN broadcast studios just before or during one of Redding’s newscasts was a bad thing. He’d made that mistake once and never again. Redding had just gone ballistic, accusing him of completely disrupting her concentration. On the one hand, it was nice to know that he had that kind of effect on her. But on the other, Porter kind of wanted to continue his bodily existence, so he’d made absolutely positive that his arrival at AWN that evening occurred after Redding’s broadcast.

Porter exchanged friendly smiles and nods with the various AWN employees he encountered as he made his way through the corridors of the AWN offices to the broadcast studio, which was little more than a small holodeck that could be altered whenever the AWN powers that be (usually Phillip Harper and his advisors) felt that a set change was in order for their newscasts. Entering the studio itself, Porter spotted Redding talking with one of AWN’s producers while the holocam operators and stage hands scurried about their usual post-broadcast routines. He hovered near the door, giving Redding time to finish her conversation before attempting to catch her eye.

Redding spotted him almost the moment her producer stepped away and broke into a big smile as she walked over to him. “The prodigal officer has returned,” she said crossing her arms and smirking.

“Yeah. This place keeps sucking me back in,” Porter replied.

“Sure. It’s just the place. Right. So how was the wedding? Did you dance with anyone?”

“Dancing really isn’t my thing,” Porter said, confused as to why Redding would care.

“Did anyone ask you?”

“No. I just spent my time talking to people. Catching up with Secondprize folks. Nothing too exciting. The food was really good, though.”

Redding smiled. “Good boy.”

“Huh?”

“You mentioned food. Let’s go eat,” she said, taking Porter by the arm and leading him out of the studio. Porter stifled a sigh as he realized that, not for the first time in his life, a woman was making his head hurt.



After a quiet dinner in her quarters, Beck turned in for the evening and headed up to Ops the next morning ready to bury herself in station business for a while. Taking a cue from Captain Rydell’s play book, she arrived for the staff meeting a few minutes late, just to make sure that everyone else had had time to settle in before she got there, not that the command staff was all that big.

Beck exited the turbolift into the center of Ops, then, after taking a quick glance at the viewscreen just to make sure nothing nasty was hovering outside, she walked around the turbolift shaft to the rear of Ops and the door to the briefing room.

Commander Walter Morales, Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter, Lieutenant Sean Russell, and Dr. Amelia Nelson were waiting for her inside. Nelson broke into a big smile.

“There she is!” Nelson exclaimed happily. “All rested and raring to go.”

“Yeah,” Beck replied hesitantly as she took her seat. “Sure.” Ever since having the Midon symbiont removed, Dr. Nelson had been a bit different, which Beck supposed was to be expected with half of her former personality no longer present. Nelson was still the same competent doctor and prone to being a bit too driven at times, but these occasional outbursts of exuberance were a little disconcerting. Beck was sure she was adjust to the new Nelson before too long, though.

“So what did we miss?” Beck asked Commander Morales.

Morales and Nelson exchanged a brief look before the commander replied. “Well…”

The briefing room doors opened suddenly, interrupting Morales as Bradley Dillon strode into the room. “I apologize for my tardiness,” Bradley said a bit too dramatically to be convincing. “I had other urgent matters to attend to. Now where were we?”

“Um…what’s he doing here?” Beck asked, focusing a none-too-happy glare on Morales.

“And good morning to you as well, Captain,” Bradley said, settling into the head chair at the opposite end of the table.

“Hi,” Beck said, shooting Bradley a quick, forced smile before turning back to Morales. “Commander?”

“I would think the reason for my presence would be obvious,” Bradley said, clasping his hands together on the table.

“Morales,” Beck pressed.

“He’s the president,” Morales squeaked.

“I don’t really care. That doesn’t mean he can come into my staff meetings without being invited.”

“Actually, it does,” Bradley said. “While I remain on board Waystation, this is the de facto seat of the Federation government. As such, the running of this station is of great interest to me. I need to know promptly about anything that could affect my ability to run this government.”

“We’ll send you the meeting minutes. I promise,” Beck said.

“I believe I need a more active role than that, Captain.”

“This is a Starfleet station, and I am its commander.”

“And as president, I am Supreme Commander of all Federation forces,” Bradley said smiling.

Beck clenched and unclenched her fist a couple of times as she struggled to come up with an effective counter-argument to Bradley’s last statement. Unfortunately, nothing was springing to mind. Therefore, she decided to fall back on plain old obstinance.

“You may be the Supreme Commander, but you don’t know anything about the day-to-day running of this station.”

“Then enlighten me,” Bradley said. “I want to know…”

The doors opened again, cutting Bradley off as Colonel Martin Lazlo, head of the station’s Federation Marine contingent, barreled into the briefing room and threw himself into a chair.

“Go on,” Lazlo said.

“What is he doing here?” Beck and Bradley demanded of each other in unison.

Realizing quickly that neither of them was responsible, they turned on Morales. “I didn’t invite him,” Morales insisted.

“I’m here because he’s here,” Lazlo said, pointing at Bradley.

“He’s leaving,” Beck said. “Follow him out.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Bradley said.

“Then neither am I,” Lazlo said.

“We have nothing to say to each other, Colonel.”

“Of course we do.”

“Do they?” Beck asked as she and the other Starfleet officers huddled at the other end of the table while Bradley and Lazlo’s argument grew more heated.

“Do we care?” Porter asked.

“And do I have permission to hit them?” Russell asked.

“You don’t need to hit people,” Nelson said disapprovingly, drawing a surprised glance from Beck.

“A stun blast is far less messy,” Nelson added. Okay. That was a bit more like the Nelson Beck was used to.

“Look, before I step in and ask them what this is about, I want to know if I want to know what this is about,” Beck said.

“Oh wait,” Morales said. “This might be that thing Steph was telling us about.”

“What thing?” Beck asked. “And when did you start calling her Steph?” she added with a smirk.

“Sorry. I meant Lieutenant Hodges.”

“Uh huh,” Beck said bemused. “What about her?”

“Remember she told us that Lazlo was trying to convince Bradley to let the Marines handle Presidential security on Waystation. He ordered Hodges to pull that mock assassination just to show Bradley he was vulnerable.”

“That was a couple of months ago! They’re STILL going on about it.”

“Hi, Immovable Object,” Porter muttered. “Meet Mister Irresistible Force.”

“And they just had to do this in the middle of our staff meeting.”

“They seem to be ignoring us,” Morales said. “Maybe we can just have it now.”

“Fine. Anything I should know about?” Beck asked.

“Two freighters arriving. One freighter and three transports departing,” Morales reported.

“There were three arrests last night for minor disorderly conduct as some patrons left Ih’mad’s restaurant,” Russell said. “All have been released after sleeping it off.”

“No engineering problems to report,” Porter said.

“And the infirmary’s pretty much empty. We treated a couple of minor injuries sustained by the Nelosians that security arrested, but that’s it other than one guy with Denobulan flu.”

“Serious?” Beck asked.

“Annoying more than anything. I’ve never seen anyone’s toenails grow like that. Ten centimeters in a matter of minutes. He just has to keep cutting them until the treatment kicks in.”

“And that’s it?” Beck said. Her officers nodded. “Hmm…quiet day. All right then. Meeting adjourned,” she announced, smacking her hand down on the table.

Bradley and Lazlo’s attention instantly shot to Beck. “Now wait just a moment,” Bradley demanded as Lazlo sputtered.

“Not happening,” Beck said as she and the others rose from the table. “And next time, don’t come. Either of you.”

“You cannot stop me, Captain,” Bradley said. “I have the authority.”

“We’ll just see about that.”



“He has the authority,” Admiral Thomas Wagner said with a sigh as he sat at his desk on the monitor in Beck’s office. “There’s nothing I can do.”

“He’s a distraction,” Beck insisted.

“He’s the President of the Federation, and, therefore, Supreme Commander of all Federation forces.”

“Yeah. He mentioned that.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“And when was the last time anyone used that title anyway? It’s obnoxious.”

“Most presidents have not felt the need to invoke that particular aspect of their authority. President Dillon is obviously not following that precedent,” Admiral Wagner said.

“You make it all sound so civilized.”

“Would prefer he threatened you with a phaser?”

“It might make this easier to swallow,” Beck muttered. “So there’s nothing I can do?”

“Run against him in the next election,” Admiral Wagner said.

“Thanks but no thanks.”

“I’m sorry, Lisa. I wish I could help, but I’ve got my hands full as it is. Now that Captain Rydell has retired, Fleet Admiral Ra’al is determined to, as she puts in, bring the Secondprize back into the fold. I’ve had to send some new first officer candidate off to his doom.”

“New first officer? What happened to Commander Dillon?”

“Special assignment,” Wagner replied hesitantly. Obviously it was something he didn’t feel at liberty to discuss. Beck couldn’t imagine what kind of special assignment Commander Dillon would be qualified for anyway. That wasn’t her problem, though. She was more concerned about Dillon’s brother.

“So the vibe I’m getting here is that if President Dillon wants to sit in on my staff meetings, I have to let him,” Beck said.

“Pretty much,” Wagner replied. “But I wouldn’t worry about it. My bet is that he’ll get bored and stop coming fairly quickly.”

“Are you suggesting my meetings are boring?”

“At my age, all meetings are boring,” Wagner said. “Hell, Rydell even had a buffet at his, and I still wouldn’t want to sit through them.”

“Point taken.” Beck thought for a moment. “I may actually try to up the boredom factor for the next few.”

“That’s the spirit. I’ll let you take it from here. Wagner out.”

As the monitor image switched to the ever-present Federation logo, Beck leaned back in her chair to contemplate ways to bore the will to live out of Bradley Dillon.



“…measurements of the space in question indication that a conduit length of 0.976 meters was required to replace the damaged section,” Lieutenant Commander Porter droned in the briefing room the next morning. “Repairs were performed by Lieutenant Mason and myself and lasted approximately 5 minutes. Our next repair call was from a Mister Fideoli Rennel on Deck 68…”

Beck had to hand it to the members of her command crew. Despite the fact that Porter had been plodding through every single detail of every single call the engineering crew responded to yesterday, they were giving off the appearance of paying rapt attention. It made Beck a bit suspicious about her usual briefings. They always seemed attentive there as well. Bunch of fakers.

President Dillon, meanwhile, was starting to look a bit antsy as was Colonel Lazlo, whom Beck had allowed to attend mainly because she knew it would be a further annoyance to Bradley. He wouldn’t be able to hold out for much longer. Beck was sure of it.



“…ship’s manifest includes fourteen crates of Aldeberan spice wine, sixteen containers of lonik’s liver pate, eight barrels of…” Commander Morales hadn’t managed to slip into the same trance-inducing drone that Porter had, but his lifeless delivery of the contents of every ship expected to arrive at Waystation today was having its desired effect. Bradley’s head looked moments away from collapsing to the table, where it would join Colonel Lazlo’s in dreamland. Unfortunately, Beck’s wasn’t far away from being lulled to sleep either.



“…I proceeded to remove the lesion by cutting a three centimeter incision…”

“Thank you, Doctor!” Bradley announced suddenly, cutting Dr. Nelson off.

“I was just getting to the good part.”

“We’ve been in this room for over an hour, Doctor, and I am firmly convinced that there will not be ANY good parts,” Bradley said.

“You don’t have to stay,” Beck remarked.

The president’s eyes narrowed at her. “Don’t think that I don’t know what you’re trying to do here, Captain. I would have thought that our long standing friendship would preclude this sort of foolishness.”

“Our past relationship was based on boundaries, Bradley,” Beck said. “You ran your business, and I ran this station. I stayed out of your affairs, and you stayed out of mine.”

“The situation has changed, Captain. Your affairs are now my affairs.”

“I’ve commanded Waystation for five years without your help.”

“And from now on you’ll have the benefit of my input. I will be back tomorrow, Captain, and we will have a proper meeting,” Bradley said, rising from his seat.

“I’ll be here too,” Lazlo said, snapping awake and wiping drool off of his chin.

“No, you won’t,” Bradley said.

“Yes, he will,” Beck said.

“I will?” Lazlo said, turning to Beck surprised. He quickly recovered. “That’s right. I will. You and I have unfinished business.”

“Believe me, Colonel. I never leave my business unfinished,” Bradley said. “You and I, however, have no business to discuss. Good day to you all.” Bradley turned on his heel and strode out of the briefing room.

“It’s the new and improved Bradley Dillon,” Porter said. “Now 300 percent more pompous!”

“Whoever made him president should be shot,” Russell muttered.

“That would be us,” Beck said.

“Oh yeah.”

“It was Captain Baxter’s idea,” Morales said.

“Good point,” Beck said. “We’ll shoot him.”



Later that day, Captain Beck wandered in to the infirmary not at all sure as to why she’d ended up there. Yes, she wanted to see how Dr. Nelson was doing, but Beck suspected that part of her was just looking for a place to hide out for a bit where Bradley Dillon and Colonel Lazlo weren’t liable to look.

Nelson was sealing a long cut on the arm of a young Bajoran girl when Beck entered. The doctor glanced up at the new arrival and smiled. “Be with you in a moment, Captain.”

“Take your time,” Beck said as she exchanged a nod of greeting with the girl’s father, who was standing by watching Nelson work.

“I’m all done here,” Nelson said, standing up from her work. “Now you be more careful next time you’re realigning a plasma injector, young lady,” Nelson said with a mock scold.

“I will!” the girl, who couldn’t have been any more than eleven, said hopping down from the biobed.

“Plasma injectors?” Beck asked the girl’s father with a bemused smile.

“She’s got a knack for engines,” the man replied with a shrug.

“And I need to get back to it if you want to get going before tonight,” the girl said impatiently.

“Sounds like a captain in training to me,” Beck said.

“Tell me about it,” the girl’s father said as his daughter dragged him out of sickbay.

“So what brings you down here?” Nelson asked once she and Beck were alone.

“Nothing really. Just wanted to see how you were.”

“Fine and dandy, but I think you’re overdue for your yearly physical. Lie down,” Nelson said, pointing at the biobed.

“Now? I don’t really want…”

“Then you should have thought of that before you came in here,” Nelson said, cutting Beck off. “Get on the bed before I call security.”

“And here I thought Midon was responsible for your sunny bedside manner,” Beck said, acquiescing to Nelson’s commands.

Nelson frowned slightly at the mention of the symbiont’s name but didn’t reply.

“How are you feeling?” Beck asked as Nelson watched the biobed readouts. “Still having the nausea?”

“You getting into the medical profession, Captain?”

“Amelia…”

“I’m fine, Lisa. I had to stay on the unlogi for a little while after Midon was removed to wean myself off of the drug, but other than that, I haven’t had any problems.”

“And Midon?”

“Floating away in a little pool in my office. The symbiont is in perfect health.”

“Good. Good. Have you heard from Wuddle?”

“What is this? An interrogation?” Nelson asked.

“Nah. I bring Russell along for those. I just wanted to know.”

“Uh huh.”

“Well?”

“He’s contacted me a couple of times…by letter. I don’t think he wants to look at me right now. The letters are friendly…well cordial anyway…mostly.”

“He’s having a hard time dealing with this,” Beck said.

“Yeah, well this isn’t about him. It’s about me. Amelia. Remember her? She should get to exist too!” Nelson exclaimed.

“No one’s saying you should put Midon back inside you.”

Nelson calmed herself. “I know.”

“You’re adjusting. It’s understandable. You need time.”

“Thank you, but I don’t think that’s all you came down here for.”

“Can’t a friend be concerned?” Beck asked innocently. Nelson glared at her, drawing a sigh from Beck. “I’m hiding,” she said finally.

“From Bradley?”

“Kind of. I’m less inclined to want to kill him if I can’t see him.”

“Come on, Lisa. Bradley Dillon has been annoying you in one way or another for years now.”

“Yeah, but he didn’t have the power to back his annoyances up before,” Beck said. “Isn’t being president enough? Why does he have to act like he wants to take over the station? He doesn’t have a clue about the day-to-day crap I deal with in my position.”

“You could teach him,” Nelson said thoughtfully.

“How? Have him shadow me for a day? Yeah. That’s exactly what I want to do,” Beck said, rolling her eyes.

“Why do you even have to be involved?”

“What do you mean?”

“Give him what he wants.”

Beck’s eyes widened in protest. “But he wants…” She trailed off as a thought struck her. An evil grin spread slowly across her face. “I need to go.”

“You have fun,” Nelson said with a chuckle.

“Oh, believe me, I will.”



“Craig!” Joan Redding’s voice called out, stopping Porter just before he stepped into a turbolift in Starfleet Square Mall. Toolkit in hand, Porter turned to see Redding jogging up to him.

“Hi there,” he said warmly just before planting a quick peck on her lips. No sense in sinking into too deep of a public display of affection in the middle of the mall.

“Where are you off to?”

“Something to fix,” Porter replied, hefting his tool kit.

“Wanna come watch the press conference about that bovax stampede on Risa?”

“Um…no. I’ve got this repair call…”

“Are you telling me that you don’t want to see a planetary leader try to explain how a massive herd of purple bovines got loose in Risa’s biggest city? It’ll be fun to watch him squirm…especially when I get my questions in.”

“Joan, I have work to do,” Porter said.

“You’re the head of the department. Assign someone else.”

“I assigned me. I’m not going to just dump it on another one of my people.”

“Fine,” Redding snapped in a huff. “See you later.”

“Have fun at your press conference,” Porter said, hopefully sweetly.

“Yeah yeah,” Redding muttered, storming off.

Porter shook his head and entered the turbolift, trying to figure out what exactly he’d done wrong in that particular exchange. He decided to do his job, so he was bad. Huh?

He pushed thoughts of Redding out of his mind as the turbolift arrived at his destination. While eating lunch in the mall food court a short time earlier, he’d received a report that the doors to stellar cartography were not responding, leaving the officers assigned to that section locked out after they returned from lunch.

By the time Porter arrived to deal with the problem, the stellar cartography staff was nowhere to be seen. So much for devotion to duty. He checked the doors and verified that, no, they would not open. After opening his tool kit, he checked the control panel beside the door for any sign of a malfunction. Everything appeared to be in working order, but for some reason the doors claimed there was a command lockout in effect. Only someone with proper authorization could enter. Odd.

Porter selected a few choice items out of his tool kit and set to work. A few moments later, the doors to stellar cartography relented and slid open, allowing him to peer inside. He quickly discovered that the room was already occupied.

“So the command lockout was put in effect by someone in command,” Porter said, stepping into the room. “How weird is that?”

Captain Beck looked away from the massive image of a planet being displayed on the room’s floor to ceiling screen. “I see ‘command authorization required’ isn’t a direct enough message for you,” she said amused.

“It was reported as a malfunction. You know, you could take the radical step of telling people you want to use this room instead of just locking them out.”

“Too much hassle,” Beck said, working the console in front of her and causing the planetary image to zoom in on a bit of coastline. “You want to tell me how you managed to get around my command lockout?”

“I like to keep a few tricks on hand just in case the day ever comes when my captain goes insane and locks herself inside a room. Oh wait. That was today.”

“I just wanted to look for something. No insanity here.”

“Do you need any help?”

“Nope. Found what I wanted.”

“The Gabrellis Colony?” Porter asked, looking at the readout. “That’s awfully close to here. Is something going on there I should know about?”

“Nope,” Beck repeated. “It’s perfectly peaceful.”

“You’re being evasive.”

“Captain’s prerogative.”

“Oookay. So you’re not going to tell me what you’re up to.”

“Who says I’m up to something?”

“That right there proves it.”

“What?” Beck asked.

“Forget it. I don’t want to pry,” Porter said, turning to leave.

“I’m just messing with you, Craig. Actually, I need you to do something for me.”

“Am I going to enjoy it?” Porter asked.

“I think you just might,” Beck said with a smile.



“What do you mean she’s not here?” Bradley Dillon demanded as he, Colonel Lazlo and the Waystation command crew sans Captain Beck sat gathered in the briefing room the next morning.

“The captain is not on board at the moment,” Commander Morales explained. “Therefore, command reverts to the next senior officer on board, which, as you already pointed out, is you.”

“She didn’t tell me she was leaving,” Bradley said angrily.

“What? Are you her activities coordinator now?” Porter asked.

“She did this just to annoy me.”

“Huh?” Russell said. “The captain leaves you in command and you’re annoyed. I never get to be in command.”

“She could have left me in command,” Lazlo said.

“I think every single other life form on this station would have to be dead first,” Porter said.

“Don’t push me, Porter.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Porter replied.

“We all have duties to attend to, Mister President. Can we continue?” Morales asked.

“Please. The last thing I want to do is sit in here all day,” Dr. Nelson said.

“Very well,” Bradley said, collecting himself. “If that is the way today is to play out, so be it. What is the first issue?”

“Presidential security,” Colonel Lazlo said.

“What is the first real issue?” Bradley said, refusing to look at the colonel.

“Today is the weekly report on resident and merchant issues,” Morales said. “Morales to Yeoman Jones. We’re ready for you.”

Moments later, Yeoman Tina Jones, who had been waiting out in Ops, entered the briefing room, padd in hand.

“Good morning, everybody,” she said brightly, taking a seat across from Lazlo at Bradley’s end of the table. “It’s a long list today.”

“We can handle it. Right, Mister President,” Morales said.

“Of course,” Bradley said impatiently. “Please begin, Yeoman.”

“Nandegar’s Secret and The Abyss are fighting over the empty storefront between their stores. Both stores want to expand and insist they have a legal claim on it, but…”

“Wait,” Bradley said. “Who really has the claim?”

“Um…what do you mean?”

“Have either of them filled out a lease?”

“No. I think they’re too busy fighting with each other.”

“Who’s willing to pay more?” Bradley asked.

“This is a Federation facility,” Morales said. “Rents are at a flat rate.”

“Don’t remind me,” Bradley said before turning his attention back to Jones. “Tell them whoever files a contract first gets the storefront.”

“I don’t think they’ll go for that. Neither group is going to budge until they hear a decision from the station commander. And both sides have sworn to seek vengeance if they lose.”

“But that’s completely ridiculous,” Bradley said. “This is a business transaction. Not a blood feud!”

“Tell that to the Breen and the Nausicaans who run the stores,” Jones said with a shrug.

“Oooh! Can I watch?” Porter said.

“I’ll bring the body bag,” Nelson said.

“Porter, build a wall,” Bradley ordered.

“Is that some esoteric way of telling me to shut up?”

“In the store. Build a wall in the empty store front right down the middle. Jones, tell each side that they can have half of the empty storefront, but they’ll be paying full rent for the trouble of constructing the wall.”

Jones’s mouth gaped slightly. “But…”

“Just do it. Next item.”



“So wait. She thinks the banana split was a death threat?”



“What does he need that kind of power for? Has he got a warp core in there? Er…Russell, check out what he’s powering in there.”



“We don’t have a fashion police on board. We don’t, do we?”



“Can’t these people settle anything themselves? Buy one, get one free is not a choice. You buy one, then you get one free. You cannot choose to buy one or get one free. That’s just silly, and you can tell the Klingons I said so!” Bradley said, his voice almost at a full shout of frustration as the Waystation command officers looked on, amused. Hopefully Beck was having a good time because she was missing quite a show here.



Captain Beck was indeed having a good time. She sighed and settled a little deeper into her lounge chair as the sparkling blue ocean stretched out before her. A slight breeze blowing in from the water rustled the palm trees behind her and provided just the right amount of cool to offset the bright sun glistening down on her private patch of beach.

One day the residents of the Gabrellis Colony would probably take over this little bit of paradise, but for now they and their homes were all on the opposite side of the planet, leaving Beck to relax in solitude while Bradley had his fun running the station.

She’d have to commend Bradley when she got back. The Dillon Enterprises Cart-A-Cabana had performed as advertised, providing Beck with an instant beach house. And, as promised, the Dillon Enterprises Risan-Runt mini- replicator she’d set up by her beach chair was stocked with a thorough selection of tropical beverages.

With clear weather forecast for the next several days, all Beck had to look forward to was doing absolutely nothing. Perfect.



He could find her, Bradley Dillon thought as he rode the turbolift down from Ops to the Dillon Enterprises complex. He was the President of the Federation now. He had resources. But that was probably what she wanted him to do. She wanted him to overreact and call out the fleet because she defied him. Beck was probably hiding somewhere on the station waiting to get her big laugh. And her crew was certainly in on it. They probably made up all of those ridiculous “issues” he spent most of the meeting trying to resolve.

There were so many of these so-called problems that, after an hour, Bradley had decided to adjourn the meeting and deal with the rest tomorrow. After the rest of the command crew and, thankfully, Lazlo had left the briefing room, Bradley had pressed Commander Morales concerning Captain Beck’s whereabouts. All Morales would tell him was that Beck was not on the station. Bradley probed further, but did not get anywhere. By the end of his talk with Morales, he wasn’t even positive that the commander knew where she was. The entire conversation turned out to be pointless.

If there was one thing Bradley couldn’t stand, it was having his time wasted, and there seemed to be a lot of that going on of late, Bradley thought unhappily. The turbolift doors opened into Dillon Enterprises, revealing Colonel Lazlo waiting outside the entrance to Bradley’s office suite.

Speaking of time wasters…

Spotting Bradley, Lazlo opened his mouth to speak, but Bradley cut him off before he could even start. “I know why you’re here, Colonel. I know what you’re going to say. And I believe you know by now what I’m going to say, so let’s just skip the conversation entirely and go about our business.”

“You don’t need to bring in another security force when my highly-trained troops are already here and ready to give their lives for you,” Lazlo said undeterred.

Bradley sighed and lowered his head. “What did I just say?”

“My people have the added benefit of already knowing this station inside and out. We can give you a home field advantage against any attackers that the Special Secret Section just can’t match.”

“Lazlo, I don’t have time to listen to you prattle on about something I’ve already made a decision about. I am a very busy man. If you had not noticed, I have a government and a business empire to run.”

“Don’t you have people for that?”

“I like to be involved personally.”

“So you don’t trust any of them.”

“My subordinates have been hand-picked, and every one of them will be prepared to function without me in my absence.”

“Absence? Are you going somewhere?”

“Good day, Colonel,” Bradley said firmly before turning to leave. Lazlo was on him in an instant, quickly forcing the president into a full-nelson.

“One more thing,” Lazlo said as Bradley struggled against him. “My people will always stick with you. Where’s your Special Secret Section now?”

“Get off of me!” Bradley demanded.

“You need to…EEAAUGGGGGHHHHHH!” Lazlo flew backwards, releasing his grip on Bradley as electricity jolted through his body, sending the marine collapsing to the deck in a writhing heap.

“Are you all right, Mister President?” Agent Anderson, the head of Bradley’s Special Secret Section said as he collapsed the extendable electroshock wand in his hand and slipped it back inside his suitcoat.

“I’m fine,” Bradley said, straightening his suit.

“With all due respect, sir, this is why I discourage roaming Waystation without an escort,” Anderson said while Lazlo pushed himself back to his feet.

“I was…making…a point,” Lazlo said in pained gasps.

“Which was?” Bradley said. Before Lazlo could respond, Bradley continued. “As you can see, my security needs are well in hand. And that attack upon my person was way out of line.”

“I wanted…”

“I don’t care. You attacked me, and I want you gone.”

“Gone?” Lazlo said in shock.

“Yes. Gone. Off the station. As in now. President Dillon to Lieutenant Russell.”

“Russell here,” Waystation’s security chief’s voice replied, not sounding all that thrilled to be responding to Bradley. “What do you need?”

“If Colonel Lazlo is not off of this station within the hour, he is to be thrown in the brig. Is that understood?”

“Yes, but I can’t just put someone in the brig for no reason.”

“He assaulted me. I have a witness.”

“Oh. That’s a reason then. I’ll see to it. Russell out.”

Lazlo held himself at stiff attention, only the slight twitching of his bushy black mustache giving away the turmoil inside him. “Mister President, this incident is not…”

“This incident is over!” Bradley snapped. “Now get out before I have Mister Anderson here remove you.”

“I can do that,” Anderson said, eyeing Lazlo with a thin smile.

Without another word, Lazlo turned on his heel and marched back to the turbolift, his body shuddering every few steps as the after-effects of the electroshock wand coursed through him.



There are people in the universe who cannot imagine that just sitting on a beach could be anything but mind-numbingly dull. Beck was not one of these people. She had grown up visiting the ocean on a regular basis. Her parents had a beach house on Earth, a house that was now hers. So years of experience had taught Beck the simple joys to be had watching the surf roll in.

And as much as she loved the North Carolina coast, it was hard to top her current tropical surroundings. She put the Risan- Runt replicator on random and waited for whatever fruity syntheholic concoction it would produce.

An instant later, a hollowed out coconut with a long straw and an umbrella sticking out of it formed inside the replicator’s chamber. This certainly looked promising. She reached over to grab it just as a shadow fell across her body.

Beck looked up at the shadow’s source and resisted the urge to lob the coconut at it.

“Beck,” Colonel Lazlo said flatly.

“What are you doing here?” Beck asked, keeping her voice calm.

“Porter told me where I could find you.”

Beck made a mental note to kill Porter and forced a smile. “Is there a reason you wanted to see me?”

“President Dillon kicked me off the station.”

Beck considered this information for a moment. Honestly, she wasn’t sure whether to be upset or start laughing. “Um…okay. Why?”

“He says I attacked him.”

“And did you?”

“It was for demonstration purposes only.”

“Did he want to be demonstrated on?” Beck asked.

Lazlo looked off at the ocean.

“I see,” Beck continued. “What does any of this have to do with me?”

“Everything,” Lazlo said. “That’s your station he’s running. You and I have had our differences, but I’d rather have you in command any day than that…politician.”

“I think you actually have to run for office to be called a politician.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yes. I do. And I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“So you’ll come back and straighten him out.”

“No.”

“What do you mean no?” Lazlo demanded.

“Bradley isn’t ready yet,” Beck said.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“It means I’m still on vacation.”

Lazlo fumed for a moment. “Can I stay here then?” he asked finally.

“You have to find your own cabana.”

“I bought one before I left.”

“I don’t know…” Beck began.

“And I brought a volleyball set.”

“Okay. You’re in.”



“Mister Dillon?” Bradley’s personal assistant Gisele called over the comm system.

“Yes, Gisele,” Bradley replied without looking up from the rather disappointing report from the Dillon Enterprises Research and Development division currently displayed on his desk monitor.

“Commander Morales and party are here to see you.”

Bradley found himself clenching and unclenching his fist in frustration, something he very rarely did. “Is it important?” he asked, trying to keep the edge out of his voice but not entirely succeeding.

“Commander Morales says it’s station business.”

“Can’t he handle it?”

“He says no.”

“Fine. Let him in.”

“Him or them?”

“Send in the whole gang,” Bradley said exasperated. He regretted uttering the words a few moments later as Commander Morales entered Bradley’s office followed by a Breen and a Nausicaan, neither of whom looked happy. At least Bradley assumed the Breen was unhappy. Who could tell with that helmet on?

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Mister President, but I have some paperwork that needs to be filled out,” Morales said, putting a padd down on the desk in front of Bradley.

Bradley picked up the padd and looked it over, a frown spread across his face. “What is all this?”

Morales looked back at the Breen and the Nausicaan hesitantly. “Station business,” he said. “I can’t really discuss it outside of the command staff.”

“And you can’t do this yourself?” Bradley said, flipping through page after page of the forms.

“I’ve already done the portions I’m allowed to take care of myself. The rest are for the station commander, and you currently hold that position.”

“Very well. When are these due?”

“0600 tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? Was Beck putting these off?”

“Not at all. Most of them just arrived.”

“These could take hours.”

“Station commander is a full time job,” Morales remarked. “And you’ve already got two of those.”

“I am well aware of my responsibilities, Commander,” Bradley said with a glare. “Now what about those two?”

“This is Supreme Manager Hurrrut of Nandegar’s Secret and Gulbrork, owner of The Abyss. They had a few concerns regarding your solution to their dispute that they wished to discuss with you.”

“All right. I’ll see to the paperwork and deal with them. Dismissed.”

“Dismissed?” Morales said surprised.

“If you cannot handle these issues yourself, I do not need you around, Commander. It’s nothing personal, but I don’t have time to waste today.”

“Are you sure?” Morales said, eyeing the Breen and the Nausicaan.

“I’ll be fine,” Bradley said as he typed a few commands into his system.

“Okay. You can reach me if you need me,” Morales said, heading for the door.

“Now then, gentlemen,” Bradley said gesturing for Hurrrut and Gulbrork to take the chairs opposite his desk. Let’s see if we can’t address your concerns and come to an equitable arrangement that benefits everyone.”

The Breen and the Nausicaan did not sit. Instead, they both started yelling, instantly filling Bradley’s office with a deafening cacophony of metallic blarts and booming grunts.

Bradley clapped his hands to his ears and screamed. “Stop it! Both of you! STOP!!!”

Agent Anderson was in the office in a flash, emerging from a corridor hidden behind one of the wooden wall panels. Neither Hurrrut or Gulbrork appreciated the surprise arrival and turned on the Special Secret Section agent, who was brandishing his electroshock wand.

Realizing that he was in imminent danger, Anderson jabbed the wand into Hurrrut. The Breen was completely unaffected by it. Well, perhaps not unaffected. Actually, he seemed to become a bit more on the enraged side if that was possible. He grabbed onto Anderson’s right arm just as Gulbrork got a hold of the left. For a moment, Bradley was afraid that they were going to rip the agent right in two. He wasn’t about to stick around to find out, though.

“President Dillon to security,” Bradley said. “Report to my office.” He then activated his private transporter system and vanished just before Hurrrut and Gulbrork got sick of tugging on Anderson and flung him across the office, sending him smashing into one of Bradley’s bookcases before turning on each other.



“Fourteen to thirteen,” Beck said before smashing the volleyball across the net. Colonel Lazlo, now dressed in a pair of tropical flower print swim trunks, charged through the sand and smacked the ball back over to Beck’s side.

Beck took a flying leap, connected with the ball and sent it back across, then hit the ground and scrambled back up to her feet as Lazlo moved to make his return shot.

“Incoming,” he called after making his next hit.

“You don’t have to be over-dramatic about it,” Beck shot back, giving the ball another hit.

“No. Incoming,” Lazlo said, pointing off down the beach as he let the ball fall at his feet.

Beck turned around to see Bradley Dillon striding toward them, striding as well as he could through a bunch of sand anyway. The captain looked back at Lazlo and smiled. “I think he’s ready now.”

“You’re a difficult woman to reach,” Bradley said as he approached.

“I like my privacy,” Beck replied.

“Of course,” Bradley said, shooting a glance at Lazlo. “But were the transporter scramblers really necessary?”

“Did you try to beam us up from orbit?”

“Yes.”

“That’s why they were necessary,” Beck said. “But as you can see, the Colonel and I are rather busy at the moment. Is there something I can help you with?”

“I think you know why I’m here.”

“Haven’t a clue,” Beck said off-handedly. “But you’re more than welcome to enlighten us. You are feeling like being enlightened, aren’t you, Colonel?”

“Why not?” Lazlo said walking up beside Beck.

“Your point has been made, Captain. There’s no need to be unpleasant,” Bradley said.

“Point?” Beck asked confused. “I was making a point? Was I trying to make a point, Colonel?”

“Absolutely. Every time you hit the ball.”

“You’re absolutely right. We should get back to our game,” Beck said, starting to turn around.

“Captain!” Bradley cried.

“What?” Beck said innocently.

“Come back. The station is yours. I was wrong to interfere.”

“Okay,” Beck said.

“Okay?” Lazlo exclaimed. “You’re not going to make him grovel?”

“Nah. Not interested in seeing that particular show. Bradley’s learned his lesson. Haven’t you, Bradley?”

“My office looks like it was redecorated by a herd of rabid targs, and Agent Anderson is in the infirmary after having 78% of the bones in his body knitted back together.”

“Sounds educational to me,” Beck said. “Come on, Lazlo. Let’s go home.”

“You’re bringing him back?” Bradley said.

Beck glared at him.

“It’s your decision, of course.”

“Yes, it is,” Beck said, strolling up to her cabana to gather her things.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 55302.7. Now that President Dillon has realized the error of his micro-managing ways, I have returned to Waystation. My first act was to rescind the banishment of Colonel Lazlo. I did not make this decision hastily but instead made sure to obtain the evidence, namely the security recording from the Dillon Enterprises corridor, before allowing Lazlo to return. I reviewed said evidence thoroughly…multiple times…particularly the part with the electrocution. That’s just fun.

“With Lazlo’s situation resolved, I moved on to the dispute between Nandegar’s Secret and The Abyss. I had both store owners pick a number between one and ten, then gave the empty storefront to Nandegar’s because I’d rather see more Breen lingerie on board than Nausicaan goth-wear. Gulbrork has been informed that if he or any other Nausicaan take any actions in protest, they will find themselves on the wrong end of my fist. That seems to have settled the matter. Bradley just needs to learn how to deal with people on their terms.

“But now that Bradley has gone back to simply controlling Dillon Enterprises and the entire Federation, the rest of us can get back to the business of running Waystation.”



“Isn’t it a little late for you to be in here?” Lieutenant Commander Porter asked as he peered in the doorway of the security office where Sean Russell sat, feet propped up on his desk, as he stared blankly at the opposite wall where the latest Starfleet security alerts were displayed on various screens.

“Kind of,” Russell said, his voice barely audible.

“Well, I can see you’re busy, but I wanted to know if you could possibly pull yourself away from your mountains of work to get some dinner.”

“What about Joan?”

“What about her?”

“Aren’t you having dinner with her?”

“Nope. She’s trying to get an interview over subspace with some Cardassian legate before her next broadcast. I’m free. What about you?”

“Not hungry.”

“Please tell me you’re not still moping about this promotion stuff,” Porter said, taking a seat across the desk from Russell.

“No. Not anymore,” Russell said, pushing a padd across the desk to Porter, who picked it up to read it.

“You made the promotion list!” Porter exclaimed.

“Yep. The captain came by to let me know personally a little while ago.”

“Congratulations!” Porter said. “Now we have to go to dinner. We need to celebrate the new Lieutenant Commander Russell!”

“Uh huh,” Russell replied, not sounding at all excited.

“Okay. You were all depressed because you hadn’t been promoted. And now you’ve got the promotion, and you’re still depressed. What the hell is the problem?”

“I didn’t earn it.”

“Of course you earned it!” Porter practically shouted. “You’ve been in charge of security on this station for five years now. Have you looked around lately? This place is huge, which means you have a big job, a job you’ve been doing pretty damn well at, and Starfleet is finally recognizing your efforts. What more do you want?”

“I think I need to leave.”

“What?” Porter exclaimed.

“Not forever. I’ve got a couple of months of leave saved up. I just need to get away for a while. Clear my head. Figure out why I’m in such a funk.”

“Well that’s the most sensible thing I’ve heard you say in a while. Where are you going to go?”

“My cousin, Olivia, has been begging me to come visit her on Halydol for months now,” Russell replied.

“That’s a bit of a haul from here.”

“The travel time will do me some good.”

“Can’t argue with that,” Porter said. “But you can’t go to Halydol on an empty stomach. Dinner?”

“Dinner,” Russell agreed, pulling himself up out of his chair. “Try not to let this place fall apart while I’m gone,” he said as he and Porter headed out into the mall concourse.

“Don’t worry about it. You won’t miss a thing,” Porter said.

“You do realize you’ve just doomed yourself.”

“Crap.”




9/10ths of the Law



Getting out more was overrated, Sean Russell thought to himself, shivering from the cold of a Halydol winter as he and his cousin Olivia strolled (if you could call anything in these temperatures a stroll) along the riverfront shopping district of Carter City, which was named for the founder of the human colony that first existed here two hundred years ago.

The citizens of Halydol were proud of their pioneering past, as was evidenced by the distinctly 22nd and 23rd century feel to the planet’s architecture. In the Museum of Halydol in Carter City, artifacts from these past eras were prominently displayed among pictures, vids, and holos of the personages of Halydol’s history. The planet bore the distinction of being one of the few places in the galaxy visited by five different versions of the Starship Enterprise, one of which was commanded by Captain James T. Kirk himself. Kirk had even autographed a photo of himself with the colony administrator of the time, a picture which now sat inside the museum next to one of Kirk’s ripped command tunics, the cloth of which, legend had it, was torn when Kirk single-handedly took on two Klingon spies who were attempting to sabotage the colony’s water supply.

All signs of Klingon saboteurs and other assorted havoc were long gone, though. Now Carter City was a clean, thriving community complete with lush parkland, opulent shopping districts, and a scenic riverwalk.

And if it weren’t so damn cold out, Russell might have been able to enjoy some of it. So far it wasn’t a great first day on the planet.

“Are you having a good time?” Olivia asked after the two had walked in silence for a good while. “You don’t look like you’re having a good time.”

“I’m great,” Russell said, forcing a smile.

“You look cold.”

“It is winter.”

“Come on. It’s not that bad,” Olivia said. Not that bad. Not that bad? Russell understood that even in this day and age of planet-wide weather control, people still wanted seasons, but did they have to make winter this frigid? How could anyone enjoy this?

“It’s not even below freezing,” Olivia added.

Of course, it was possible that Russell had just spent too much timing living in climate controlled comfort on Waystation. He pushed the thought out of his mind. He was on vacation. Waystation was two weeks’ travel and several sectors away.

Honestly, Russell had expected more of a reaction from Captain Beck when he told her that he was planning on using two months of his leave. She not only approved the leave but went so far as to tell him that she thought it was a good idea.

“Go have a good time,” Beck had said. “Celebrate that promotion.”

The promotion. He was Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell now. Somehow he thought it would feel different. Important. Satisfying. He’d been a Lieutenant for eight years. Eight years, five of which he was chief of security for an entire space station. Russell had started to wonder if he had to save the universe by himself to prove to Beck and Starfleet that he was Lieutenant Commander material, but in the end, the promotion just kind of happened. No big event. No shining in a crisis. When she brought him the news and his third pip, Captain Beck had told him that it was a long overdue reward for a job well-done. He should have been happy. Hell, he should have been thrilled, but somehow the whole thing just felt anti-climactic.

He needed to get away for a while. Take some time to himself to think and take stock. Fortunately, Olivia had been pestering him for a while to visit her on Halydol. The two had practically grown up together, since Russell’s father and his uncle, Olivia’s father, were in business together and all. She was a year older than him and had gone off on her own about a year before Russell entered Starfleet Academy. Life being what it was, they hadn’t seen each other in years, which made Russell all the more eager to come to Halydol for a few weeks so they could spend some quality time together.

“You in there?” Olivia asked, tugging on Russell’s arm.

“Yeah. I’m sorry,” Russell said. “Just thinking.”

“I noticed. You’re far too pensive for a man on vacation.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“So you said. What’s going on?”

“I don’t know. It’s just…did you ever wonder if you were in the right job?”

“All the time. That’s when I know I need to get another one,” Olivia replied.

“And that works?”

Olivia shrugged. “It does for me. If I like a place, I’ll stick around and see what work I can get. Don’t like a job, get another. Don’t like a place, move.”

“Sounds simple,” Russell said.

“Is it supposed to be hard?”

“I guess not.”

“This is getting too deep,” Olivia said, dragging her cousin toward the door of a small cafe. “Let’s eat. You’re going to love this place. I promise.”

“Okay.”

“And don’t worry. You’ll be fine. I know everybody back on that station of yours misses you a lot.”

“Nah,” Russell said, following Olivia inside. “I’m sure they’re doing just great without me.”



Ensign Mike Waits, acting chief of Waystation security, looked over his team one more time as they stood outside the doors of Dillon’s Casino and Entertainment Complex on Deck 97. “All right, people,” Waits said, basking in his role of authority. “We get in, find the disturbance, and shut it down. Any questions? Yuen?”

“Why isn’t Casino security handling this?” Ensign Yuen asked.

“No idea. I guess they thought it was over their heads. Anyone else?”

“When is Lieutenant Commander Russell coming back?” Ensign Weston asked.

“No idea.”

“Can we wait for him?”

“No. We’re going in. NOW!” Waits activated the Casino doors and charged inside, his five member security team close behind.

“Everyone freeze!” Waits shouted, brandishing his phaser. The casino patrons were a little too busy having a brawl to pay him any attention.

“Holy crap!” he screamed, narrowly ducking under a thrown chair. Ensign Weston wasn’t so lucky. She went down in a heap. “Um…just lay there,” Waits said, grabbing Weston’s phaser. With one weapon in each hand, he opened fire, sending stun blasts into the rioting crowd as his other officers did the same.



Judging by the reaction Olivia got when she and Russell walked through the door, Russell quickly deduced that she must be a regular here. Of course, the fact that she was on a first name basis with their waiter was something of a giveaway as well.

After Olivia ordered a round of drinks for them both and they put in their food orders, she leaned across the table and stared at him intently as though searching for something. “So…Starfleet huh?” she said finally.

“Yep,” Russell replied, taking a sip of the Carter’s Carnival Olivia had ordered for him, whatever that was. He instantly gagged. “Is this real?”

“Absolutely. None of that synthehol crap for my cousin,” Olivia stated proudly.

“Thanks,” Russell gasped, taking another sip. Now that he was prepared for it, he found that the drink was actually quite good.

“I just never figured you for Starfleet.”

“Why not?” Russell asked. “It’s a good career.”

“Yes, but you…you just never seemed real interested in…well…”

“Working?”

“Yeah.”

“They gave me a phaser,” Russell said.

“Ahhh…I see.”

“What about you? Why Halydol? Until you commed me a few months ago, I thought you were on Vega Two…and Alpha Centauri before that, and Sherman’s Planet before that.”

“Like I said, I get bored, I move,” Olivia said.

“Are you bored here?”

“Not yet.” She craned her neck around toward the bar running along the side of the cafe. “Another Carnival for my cousin please, Ned.”

“Thanks,” Russell said, pushing aside his empty glass. “What are you doing to keep yourself unbored?”

“Archaeology.”

“Really?” Russell said impressed as Ned delivered his new beverage.

“Kind of. There are a few sites leftover from the original colony several miles outside of the city, and I’m helping clean them up and look for artifacts. There’s a risk of leakage from some of the old equipment they buried there, so I get to wear a clean suit and everything when I’m on site. Otherwise, I’m in our offices downtown cataloging what we’ve found. It’s kind of cool…for now.”

“I didn’t realize you had an archaeology degree,” Russell said after a long sip.

“Xenobotany,” Olivia said. “Never cared much for that, though. I’ll do this for a while until I think of something else to try.”

“But isn’t that awfully…unstable?”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“I don’t know. I’ve just never been like that.”

“You don’t say,” Olivia said with a grin. “Just an observation here, but you don’t seem real happy with your stability right now.”

“You know what they say. Stability breeds contempt.”

“Familiarity.”

“That too,” Russell said. “I just don’t know what I’m doing there sometimes. I mean I sat there for years, and nobody seemed to give a damn about the work I was doing unless I was screwing up, and then suddenly out of nowhere I get a promotion…”

“Wait. You got promoted?” Olivia said.

“Yeah,” Russell replied, not sounding at all excited.

“Congratulations! Ned, another round!” Olivia shouted back to the bar. She spun back to Russell. “Sorry about that. Go on.”

“I’m just not feeling…”

“Appreciated?”

“Yeah. That’s it,” Russell said as another drink found its way into his hand. Pretty soon the Carter’s Carnival was resting inside his stomach, and the words began pouring out.



“There. How does that feel?” Dr. Amelia Nelson asked in the infirmary after she finished her work on Waits’ head.

The ensign worked his jaw experimentally. “Much better,” he said. “You know, that Vulcan hit really hard for a pacifist. And he looked really mad too.”

“An angry gambling Vulcan?” Nelson asked pointedly, glaring at Waits.

Waits stared back at her for a few moments before her point sunk in. “Crap! Waits to security,” he said hopping down from the biobed and heading toward the exit. “Run a scan on that Vulcan we arrested in the casino. We may have a Romulan spy on our hands.” He glanced back at Nelson. “Thanks, Doc!”

“Don’t mention it. I do the same thing for your boss all the time,” Nelson said with a smile as Waits rushed off into the mall concourse on his way back to the security office.

With the last of the injuries from the casino melee dealt with, Dr. Nelson headed back to her office to finish up some other work. Near her desk, the Midon symbiont floated peacefully inside its tank. Nelson smiled and opened the lid. “How are you doing in there?” she asked lovingly, reaching in and patting the being that had until a couple months ago resided inside her abdominal cavity.

An electric jolt flashed through Nelson’s body as her hand made contact with Midon. Nelson bolted upright, one word branded into her mind.

COMING.

Nelson shook the effects off as another voice buzzed in the background. Gradually, the words became clearer.

“Bridge to Doctor Nelson!” Commander Walter Morales’s voice said anxiously. “Are you there, Doctor?”

“Yeah,” Nelson said dazed. “I’m here.”

“Are you all right? You didn’t respond for a while.”

“I’m fine. Just dozed off for a moment. What’s the problem?”

“We just got a comm from Bracktia Prime. They have a ship heading this way that should arrive tomorrow,” Morales said. Nelson’s eyes widened in alarm. The Bracktians? Why would they be coming here unless…

Morales’s voice confirmed what she already feared. “They’re coming for Midon.”



What was that binging noise?

Russell was in the middle of his palace enjoying a nice private bubble bath with four of his favorite girlfriends, and he was fairly certain that nothing should be binging. He was just about to reach over and summon his very proper Vulcan butler when he suddenly snapped awake and found himself on Olivia’s sofa-bed in the living room of her small apartment.

And something was still binging.

“I’ll get it,” Olivia said, exiting her bedroom as she tied a robe around her waist. “Just go back to sleep.”

Russell tried to move but quickly discovered that this particular decision had been overruled by the incredible pounding in his head. He tried to speak but found that his mouth appeared to be on vacation somewhere. And a bit lower down, his stomach informed him in no uncertain terms that it would empty itself violently if he attempted to move again.

So this is what a real hangover was like. No wonder someone invented synthehol. It was probably some poor sap who woke up one morning feeling like Russell did now.

Olivia’s use of the word “officer” yanked Russell out of his own musings of misery to what was happening at the apartment door.

“Would you mind if we came inside?” Russell heard a no- nonsense female voice ask.

“Of course,” Olivia said. A man and a woman in crisp suits moved to sit on the sofa but found it occupied.

“Hi,” Russell croaked.

“Who is this?” the man asked.

“My cousin,” Olivia said. “He’s staying with me for a couple of weeks.”

“And why is that?” the man asked, pointing the question at Russell.

“Vacation,” Russell muttered.

“From?”

“Starfleet,” Russell said, forcing himself into a sitting position. He held himself very, very still for a moment to calm his stomach before continuing. “Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell. I’m Chief of Security for Waystation.” He saw the man and woman exchange a glance. “Is there a problem?”

“I’m Inspector Chambers,” the woman said. “This is Inspector Malone. We’re with the Halydol Constabulary. We’re investigating a robbery that occurred at the Museum of Halydol last night.”

“We weren’t at the museum last night,” Russell said confused. Of course, it could be the general fog encasing his brain that was causing this confusion, but he just couldn’t imagine why the constabulary would want to talk to them.

“We?” Chambers said. “So you and your cousin were together?”

“Yes,” Russell said. “All night. We went to dinner at some cafe then came back here.”

“Which cafe, ma’am?” Malone asked Olivia.

“Alley Cats,” Olivia said as Malone made a note on a padd.

“Wait,” Russell said. He’d been involved in enough investigations to know that the constabulary would not be here without cause. “Do you think we’re involved in this robbery? What was stolen? And what does it have to do with us?”

“We do not believe you’re involved, Commander,” Chambers said. “In fact, until about sixty seconds ago, we were not aware of your existence. Your cousin, however, has been seen five times in the last week lingering in the vicinity of the exhibit in question.”

“What exhibit?” Russell asked, growing a little annoyed and a lot nauseous.

“The Enterprise exhibit. And our authentic Captain James Tiberius Kirk ripped uniform tunic is missing.”

“Why would I steal a ripped shirt?” Olivia demanded.

“Explain your presence in the exhibit,” Chambers shot back.

“My company’s offices are nearby. I go to walk the museum at lunch sometimes.”

“Hang on. Don’t you have security recordings of the actual robbery?” Russell said.

“Blank. Some kind of jamming.”

Russell winced. “Ooooh. Ick. Been through that enough times. But that still doesn’t make Olivia the prime suspect just because she happened to be in the museum a lot.”

“You must admit that her background is enough to provoke curiosity, though,” Malone said.

“What about her background?” Russell said. He turned to Olivia. “What about your background?”

“Ancient history,” Olivia said.

“Tell that to the authorities on Alpha Centauri,” Chambers said.

“That was a misunderstanding.”

“You were convicted of robbery, Miss Russell. Where was the misunderstanding?”

“I’m clean now.”

“Of course you are,” Malone snorted.

“Has she been accused of anything on Halydol?” Russell asked, not looking away from his cousin.

“Well…no,” Malone replied.

“But because she has a past record, you immediately assumed she was involved in this robbery.”

“She’s the only person we’ve identified on the security recordings from the week prior who has a criminal record,” Chambers said.

“So? Don’t we believe in rehabilitation here? Just because she did something then doesn’t make her the culprit now.”

“We’re simply investigating, Commander Russell. We aren’t here to make an arrest.” Chambers turned to Olivia. “But you would be well-advised to stay in the immediate area, ma’am.”

“But I told you she was with me,” Russell said.

“Yes. Yes you did. We’ll be corroborating that. We may be back with further questions. Good day to you both.” Chambers gave a curt nod of her head, then headed out the door with Malone close behind.

“Thank you!” Olivia exclaimed once the investigators were gone. “I thought they were going to arrest me!”

“Thank me quietly,” Russell moaned, clutching the sides of his head.

“Sorry,” Olivia whispered.

“What was that about Alpha Centauri?”

“Just a misunderstanding, like I said.”

“I have the authority to pull your record.”

“A previous employer had me arrested for stealing company property,” Olivia said, obviously not liking Russell’s suggestion.

“And did you?”

“What?”

“Steal the property.”

“Technically yes, but I was told it was part of my severance package. The owner disagreed.”

“Uh huh.” Russell thought this over for a moment, then pushed it aside. “None of that has anything to do with last night. I’m not about to let those two put you away for something you didn’t do.”

“How do you plan to do that?”

“I’m going to start my own investigation.”

Before he knew it, Olivia’s arms were wrapped around him, holding him in a tight hug. “Thank you,” she said. “You’re the best.”

“Wait until I clear you before you say that.”



“Are you sure you want to be here for this?” Captain Lisa Beck asked Dr. Nelson as they stood with Yeoman Tina Jones in the corridor outside the airlock leading to Docking Arm Five.

“I’m not going to hide from the Bracktians. If they think they’re going to take Midon, they can look me in the eye and tell me so to my face,” Nelson said.

“I’m really surprised they even care,” Jones said. “It seemed like most of the planet hated symbionts last time we were there. They had that whole Hinaree group attacking people who had been joined.” Jones grinned suddenly.

“Why are you smiling?” Beck asked.

“Sorry. I got to shoot a lot of the Hinaree while we were there. It was kind of fun,” Jones said. Her smile broadened. “It was a lot of fun.”

“I changed my mind,” Nelson said.

“You want to leave?” Beck asked.

“No. I don’t want the Bracktians here. Deny them permission to dock. Tell them to turn around and go home,” Nelson said quickly, her eyes darting about.

“I can’t do that, Amelia,” Beck said.

“Why not?” Nelson demanded. “You’re the captain. Give an order!”

“Amelia…”

“They’re going to take her away!” Nelson cried.

“You don’t know that,” Beck said soothingly.

“Yes, I do. Morales told me. ‘They’re coming for Midon,’ he said. Those were his exact words.”

“We’ll talk to them. Work something out…if that’s what you want.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Nelson said.

“I just didn’t think you wanted Midon around anymore,” Beck replied. “You told me how much you were enjoying being just Amelia again.”

Nelson hesitated for a bit. “I am…but my research…”

Beck nodded understanding. “Ahh. You need to keep Midon as a lab rat.”

“It’s not like that. We’re doing important work together.”

“But does Midon want to stay here as a research subject or would it prefer to return to its homeworld and be with others of its kind…maybe even be joined to someone else?

“Someone else,” Nelson mumbled numbly.

“They’re here,” Jones said, peering out the small airlock window where she could see a ship approaching.

Beck nodded in acknowledgment, but kept her focus on Nelson. “Midon has a life as well,” she said. “And maybe that life isn’t here anymore.”

The airlock status light flashed green as the Bracktian ship beyond completed its docking procedure. Moments later, two men in the uniforms of the Bracktian Military emerged followed by three Bracktian civilians, two men and a woman.

“Doctor Landris!” Nelson said surprised as she recognized one of the group.

“Hello, Doctor Nelson,” the taller of the two male civilians said warmly. “It’s good to see you again.”

The other male in the group, a stocky older man with white hair, cleared his throat imperiously, sending a clear message that Landris was to be quiet.

“Welcome to Waystation,” Captain Beck said. “I’m Captain Lisa Beck, station commander. This is Doctor Amelia Nelson and Yeoman Tina Jones. If you need anything while you are on board, contact Yeoman Jones, and she’ll be able to assist you.”

“Thank you, Captain,” the male in charge of the Bracktian delegation said without a hint of actual thanks in his voice. “Keaden Preol.”

“Preol!” Nelson and Jones exclaimed in alarm.

“Is there a problem?” Beck asked displeased.

“I believe your officers met my daughter, Ouren, during their visit to our world,” Preol said. “Is that correct?”

“If ‘met’ means ‘were taken hostage by’ then yes,” Nelson said.

“My daughter’s activities are a bit outside of the scope of this visit,” Preol said. “Dr. Landris, Representative Diermed, and I do not wish to impose too much upon your time, however. If you would just take us to the symbiont, we will prepare it for transport and be on our way.”

Beck forced a diplomatic smile. “I’m afraid it’s not quite that simple,” she said.

“You do not have the authority to stop us,” Representative Diermed, the woman of the group, said pointedly.

“No one is stopping anyone,” Beck said. “I just want us all to have a little discussion first.”

“A discussion,” Preol said flatly.

“No harm in that now is there?” Beck said. “Shall we adjourn to our conference room?” she added, gesturing toward the turbolift.

“Very well,” Preol said, shooting a glare at Nelson before he and the other Bracktians stalked into the waiting lift. Jones moved to follow, but Beck held her back. “Get security into Nelson’s office,” Beck whispered. “No one gets close to that symbiont without my say so.” Jones nodded and headed off down the corridor.

“After you, Doctor,” Beck said, waving Nelson into the turbolift with everyone else. “And it’d be great if you’d figure out what you want me to do here real quickly. No pressure, though.”

“Yeah right,” Nelson muttered.



Starfleet Security credentials could get you pretty far on any Federation world, but there were limits, which Lieutenant Commander Russell had discovered and which was why he was now standing in the middle of the Enterprise room of the Museum of Halydol doing pretty much nothing except waiting.

He had to admit that the statues of the Enterprise crew were incredibly lifelike. That Uhura certainly had a set of legs on her, which were well displayed by that glorified shirttail they called a skirt. Curiosity got the better of Russell, and, after taking a quick glance around to make sure he wasn’t being watched, he lifted the skirt.

“Am I interrupting?” Inspector Chambers said, striding into the room looking somewhat bemused as Russell let out a surprised yell and leapt back about ten feet.

“Wha! No! Fine. I’m fine. Just waiting…waiting for you. And you’re here. So I’m not waiting anymore. Hi there!”

“Hello,” Chambers said chuckling. She suddenly turned serious. “Now do you want to tell me why you had me summoned? And what you’re doing in my crime scene?”

“I’m not really in your crime scene. Your crime scene is over there,” Russell replied, pointing at the far side of the room where a torso bust of Captain James T. Kirk sat completely shirtless inside of a display case, a case that now had a rather large irregular hole cut in its transparent aluminum front. “I called you because I want to actually get into the crime scene.”

“You want me to let you tromp around my crime scene,” Chambers snapped. “Why the hell would I want to do that?”

“Because your only suspect has an alibi, and you have no idea where your investigation should go next,” Russell said confidently.

Chambers blanched. “How do you know that?”

“I’m right?” Russell said astounded. He quickly caught himself. “Um…I deduced it.”

“Uh huh.”

“Well, you have to admit that going after my cousin just because she happened to visit the museum and has a record on another planet is a bit weak…almost desperate.”

“It is not desperate,” Chambers protested. “Did it seem desperate?”

“A little. But I’m going to help you.”

“Why would I want your help?”

“Um…remember the part where you don’t have any suspects?”

“We’ll find some.”

“I’m sure you will. So why not let me help you? I do this kind of thing all the time.”

“Lot of crime on your space station?” Chambers asked.

“Well…no, but stuff happens occasionally. I’ve even worked a couple of murders. The second guy came back to life, but still I did a lot of investigating before that happened. The point is I can help, but I can’t do anything unless you take down that force field surrounding the crime scene, so I can take some scans,” Russell said, waving his tricorder at Chambers.

“Oh, so what? Is your tricorder better than my scanners?” Chambers thought for a second. “Yeah. Okay. It probably is, but you’re related to my prime suspect.”

“The one with the alibi. I know. But I want to clear her definitively, and you get some free Starfleet help. Why not let me in?”

“Does Starfleet normally charge?” Chambers asked confused.

“I don’t think so, but that’s not the point. The point is…”

“Do it!” Chambers said, holding her hands up to get Russell to stop. She stepped over to the portable force field generator sitting by the display case in question and input the code to deactivate it.

“Thanks,” Russell said, stepping over and opening his tricorder. He began to thoroughly scan the area. “Hmm…hmm…ahh…oh…er…hmm…I see.”

“What?” Chambers said, craning to look over Russell’s shoulder. “What do you see?”

“Not a thing. There’s nothing here. Not a hair. A skin flake. Nothing.”

“I know,” Chambers said. “We did check for DNA. We’re not that backward. We also checked for transporter traces, not that we’d expect any with the case sliced open like this.”

“A robot,” Russell mused.

“Huh?”

“Maybe a robot did it. Any criminal masterminds on the planet with skills in robotics?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Darn.” Russell thought for a second. “You want to have lunch with me?”

“Sure,” Chambers nodded. “My place? I have a replicator.”

“Sounds good.”

“Let’s go.”



“Well…isn’t this nice?” Captain Beck said as she looked around the Ops briefing room at the people gathered at the table.

“With all due respect, Captain, I am beginning to feel as though my time is being wasted,” Representative Diermed said impatiently, tapping her fingers against the table.

“Patience, Lona,” Preol said. “I’m sure the captain has a good reason for bringing us here rather than allowing us to complete our business in a timely fashion. Please continue, Captain…or begin actually.”

“You’re too kind,” Beck said forcing a smile as Dr. Nelson rolled her eyes. “I understand that you wish to be on your way, but this is something of a serious matter. You’re planning to take away one of the residents of my station, and I want to be absolutely sure that I know what kind of situation you’re taking her into.”

“It,” Preol said.

“Excuse me.”

“The symbiont has no gender. It is an it.”

“Midon,” Nelson said.

“Excuse me?”

“The symbiont’s name is Midon,” Nelson said.

“Of course,” Preol said. “As for your concerns, Captain Beck, while I appreciate them, they really are irrelevant in this instance. Bracktian law is quite clear on this subject. Symbionts are consider a part of the planet’s ecology and, therefore, belong on the planet. The…unique circumstances surrounding Dr. Nelson’s implantation are the only reason the symbiont was allowed off- world in the first place.”

Beck leaned forward in her chair. “Pardon my ignorance, Mister Preol…”

“Representative Preol,” Diermed corrected in a huff.

“Now now, Lona. I never did properly introduce myself,” Preol said.

“As I was saying, Representative Preol,” Beck continued, “I have never actually visited your world, but as I understand it from my officers, symbionts were being hunted down and killed by the Hinaree organization last time they were there.”

“That was five years ago. The Hinaree are no longer a threat.”

“That’s a pretty impersonal way to talk about an organization your daughter was involved with,” Dr. Nelson said.

“There are ways to effect social change other than violence.”

“Social change? You mean banning joining with symbionts?” Nelson said, getting angry.

“The creatures are well cared for,” Preol said. “And our citizens who wish to join with a symbiont are now able to get state- sponsored psychiatric care before they throw their lives away.”

Nelson turned on Dr. Landris. “You’re going along with this? We worked together! I thought you loved the symbionts!”

“I still do. I now have hundreds to look after. It’s wonderful,” Landris said. “Midon will be coming home to pools full of other symbionts.”

“To do what?” Nelson asked.

“Live in peace and safety.”

“And never join again.”

“Would you prefer that they were hunted to extinction?” Preol asked. “You should be pleased by this development, Doctor. Our world is now at peace because we were able to find a way to neutralize the symbiont threat without exterminating them.”

“The symbionts were a threat?” Beck asked skeptically.

“How would you view a creature that imposes its own personality and motives on a host and cannot be removed without killing said host?” Diermed asked.

“And what about the people who currently host symbionts?” Nelson asked. “What have you done to them?”

“Absolutely nothing,” Preol said. “Current hosts are registered with the government and restricted from holding positions in certain fields. And when they die, their symbiont is harvested and returned to the pools. That’s all.”

“But they are treated differently,” Beck said.

Preol shrugged. “They are controlled by an alien mind. What would you do?”

“Alien? You said the symbionts are part of your planet’s ecology.”

“We’re mincing words, Captain. And I believe we’ve explained enough about our world’s social structure to ease your concerns for the creature’s safety. We wish to return to Bracktia Prime as soon as possible, so if you would be so kind as to hand over our symbiont, we’ll be on our way.”

Beck glanced at Nelson, who stared back pleadingly. “Doctor…” Beck began unhappily.

“You can’t do this,” Nelson interrupted.

“Doctor Nelson, I cannot…”

Nelson suddenly let out a loud “Ha!”

“Huh?” the collected crowd replied.

“You can’t have her!” Nelson exclaimed.

“Captain Beck!” Preol shouted, turning to Waystation’s commander.

“Amelia,” Beck said, her voice a warning.

“Midon has been here for five years now. That makes her eligible for Federation citizenship. You can’t have her!”

Beck was about to say something but stopped herself.

“This is ridiculous, Captain!” Representative Diermed said.

“Maybe not,” Beck said thoughtfully. “I need to do some checking, but Doctor Nelson may have a valid point. And if she does, I cannot allow you to remove Midon from this station.” She could see the fury building in Preol’s eyes. “No decision has been made,” she said quickly. “We’ll reconvene in three hours after I’ve had time to do some research. Beck to Yeoman Jones.”

“Jones here,” Waystation’s liaison officer’s voice replied.

“Please come collect our Bracktian guests in the conference room and show them to the mall level for some lunch.”

“On my way. Jones out.”

“We will be filing a protest with your government,” Diermed said as Preol glared at Nelson.

“You do that,” Beck said, rising from her chair. “Heck, the President lives on board. I’m sure you could get an appointment to see him in about six weeks. I’m offering you an answer in three little hours. I’d suggest you take me up on it,” she finished before striding out of the room.



Olivia emerged from her bedroom as Russell stepped back into her apartment. “Back so soon?” she asked, trying to force a little levity.

“Yeah. Wait. Weren’t you supposed to work today?”

“After this morning, I just couldn’t,” Olivia replied, heading over to the replicator. She ordered herself an iced tea, then, after retrieving the beverage, plopped down in an armchair in the living area.

“Don’t worry about it,” Russell said. “We’ll find the real culprit. I promise.”

“You having any luck?”

“Kind of,” he said. “I need to get back out there. I’m meeting back up with Inspector Chambers at the police station pretty soon, but I needed a shower.”

“Uh huh,” Olivia said distractedly. She suddenly sat bolt upright. “Shower! You slept with that cop!” she exclaimed. Russell shuffled in place a bit. “Don’t even try to deny it!” Olivia said, grinning broadly.

“We had lunch first,” Russell insisted.

“Did you work on the case at all?”

“Yes,” Russell shot back. “It might have been a robot.”

“A robot?” Olivia said incredulously.

“Maybe. Right now we’re just trying to figure out who on Halydol would want to steal an old shirt.”

“It was James T. Kirk’s,” Olivia said.

“Yeah, but still. That’s just weird. Kind of obsessive really,” Russell said, making his way back to the bathroom. “Hmmm…”

“What?”

“I think I know what we should be looking for.”



Beck looked up from her desk monitor as her office door chime sounded.

“Go away!” she shouted.

The office doors opened allowing Dr. Nelson to rush in.

“Did you miss the part where I said ‘go away’?” Beck asked before Nelson could launch into whatever tirade she’d come to deliver. “I’m pretty sure ‘go away’ doesn’t sound anything like ‘come in.’”

“You didn’t say ‘Simon Says’,” Nelson replied, planting her hands on Beck’s desk. “Did you find anything?”

“A reason I should lock my door.”

“This isn’t the time, Lisa.”

“You’re right. It isn’t. The time is 40 minutes from now when we all meet back in the conference room. You breathing down my neck is not going to help matters.”

“But I’m right, aren’t I? Midon can stay.”

Beck pushed her chair back and sighed. “It’s dodgy, Amelia. Technically, Midon could apply for Federation citizenship now.”

“Fine. I’ll fill out the forms.”

“You don’t know if that’s what Midon wants. You haven’t even asked, remember?”

“How the hell am I supposed to ask? Grab a Vulcan and have him meld with Midon?” Nelson thought for a second. “Can I do that?”

“I don’t think there’s much of anything you can do. Bracktia Prime is not a Federation member, but we’re bound to respect their authority in this matter. And maybe it’s for the best. Midon might like spending its life with other symbionts.”

“But there will be nothing to do. The only real living Midon has really ever done is with me. Do you know why I never talked about Midon’s past hosts when I was joined? They were boring! Boring! A pre-school teacher and a manure farmer!”

“You can farm manure?”

“Oh yes!” Nelson said. “You need several hundred large hondokins. Set them loose in a large pasture for a while, then let nature take its course. When the hondokins go into the barn for the night, the farmer brings out the manure harvester, collects and packages it up, then sends it off to the processing plant. What comes out is some of the finest fertilizer that…” Nelson fell silent as she realized Beck was watching her with an amused expression on her face.

“Don’t stop on my account,” Beck said.

“Sorry. Some of the past host’s memories filtered into my brain. Comes with the territory. At least I guess it does. No one’s ever really been able to study the effects on someone who no longer has a symbiont after a long-term joining.”

“It’s okay. And think about it this way, maybe you have your next research project.”

“Does that mean Midon is going to Bracktia Prime?”

“I don’t like it any more than you do, but it looks that way. You don’t have to come back to the briefing. Go to the infirmary. Spend some time with Midon, and get her ready to go.”

“And if I find a willing Vulcan along the way?” Nelson asked, forcing a slight smile.

“I’ll be here if you want to talk afterwards.”

“Thanks, Lisa. I know you did what you could.”

“Doesn’t seem like enough somehow,” Beck replied as Nelson headed toward the door.

“Your hands were tied. Don’t worry about it,” Nelson said. “I’ll talk to you later.” Beck didn’t respond as Nelson stepped out into Ops. What else was there to say?



Slipping back to Olivia’s for the shower had been a good idea. It had given Russell a chance to replicate a crisp new Starfleet uniform instead of the civilian clothes he’d been in since his arrival on Halydol. It was best to look official when confronting a suspect, which was what he and Inspector Chambers were about to do based on Russell’s brainstorm. It had occurred to him back at Olivia’s that they needed to figure out who would want an old Starfleet uniform tunic in the first place. A quick search of the Federnet had turned up one Morris Quinn, a Carter City resident who was very active in the Enterprise collectibles arena. Granted, an interest in the Enterprise wasn’t much of a motive to go on, but Russell felt it was certainly better than the excuse the Halydol authorities had used to come after Olivia. Evidently, on a planet with almost no crime, you take whatever leads you can get. The magistrate had even given them a warrant.

“I think I’d better do the talking,” Inspector Chambers said as she and Russell stepped up to Morris Quinn’s door. “You just stand there and look stern. Maybe it will rattle him.”

“Okay,” Russell said. “One question.”

“Sure.”

“What’s your first name?”

Chambers smiled. “Rebecca.”

Russell returned the smile. “Just felt like I should know that considering…”

“Yeah. You ready?”

Russell nodded, and Chambers pressed the door chime of Morris Quinn’s apartment.

After several moments, the speaker on the door panel barked to life. “Who…is…atmydoor?”

Russell and Chambers exchanged a confused glance. “Halydol Constabulary, Mister Quinn. Could we speak with you for a few minutes?” Chambers asked.

They could hear rustling and bumping inside the apartment gradually growing louder as something (presumably Quinn) approached the door, which finally opened revealing an unshaven disheveled man who was several centimeters shorter than either Russell or Chambers.

“Did…somethinghappen…toone…of MY neighbors?” he asked, looking up and down the corridor of the apartment building.

“Actually, we’re here to speak to you, Mister Quinn,” Chambers said. “May we come inside?”

“What is THIS…about?” Quinn asked as he stood aside and let Russell and Chambers enter. The living room, if you could call it that, was covered in padds, bits of electronics, and other assorted clutter. The presence of a desk and the absence of a sofa gave Russell the sense that Quinn used this more as a home/office than a living room.

It was also obviously the home of an Enterprise nut. Holographs of officers, including Captain Kirk, old equipment, and various other trinkets stood on shelves lining the walls and on cabinets scattered around the room. Pretty much the only place not covered in memorabilia was the desk, which was buried in the aforementioned padds and electronics.

“I must inform you that we do have a warrant to search your residence.” Chambers said, looking around the apartment in a mix of horror and fascination.

“What…doyouwant…in my home?” Quinn demanded in his unusual staccato rhythm.

“Why are you talking like that?” Russell asked, unable to take it anymore.

“It’s an homage,” Quinn said.

“I’m sorry. Were you born with it?”

“Lieutenant Commander, we have other business,” Chambers said.

Russell nodded, gesturing for Chambers to continue. The Inspector quickly laid out the robbery for Quinn, who stared at her in growing alarm.

“I…would not…desecrate…our museum…inthisway.”

“We only have your word for that, Mister Quinn,” Chambers said. “That’s why we brought the warrant.”

On cue, Russell whipped out his tricorder and started to scan.

“Wait!” Quinn cried. “What…areyou…looking for?”

“Velour,” Russell replied, aiming his tricorder at the desk. “Ha! Gotcha!” He raced over, yanked open a drawer, and came up triumphantly with a old uniform tunic.

“Be careful with that!” Quinn screamed. “It’s authentic!”

“It’s red,” Chambers said.

“So?” Russell demanded.

“We’re looking for gold.”

“Oh.”

“Show…some respect,” Quinn pleaded. “An…Enterprise crewman…died…inthatshirt.”

“He did?” Russell said looking at the garment in his hand. “How?”

“A flower…shot…him.”

“A flower.”

“Poisonous darts.”

“Uh huh. Well if this is so valuable, why do you have it stuffed in a drawer? Are you trying to hide it? Where did you steal this from, Mister Quinn?”

“I…didn’t steal it,” Quinn shot back. “I’m repairing…its…display case.”

“How convenient?”

“Convenient! It was almost…rippedtoshreds. That’s the last time…I…userealglass,” Quinn said, pointing to a display case with a broken front sitting on the floor against the wall.

“Ah. Here’s your shirt back,” Russell said, handing the uniform to Quinn, who carefully folded it back up while Russell went back to his tricorder scans. He clapped the device shut a few moments later. “The place is clean,” he said in disgust. He looked around at the clutter surrounding him. “Well not clean, but you know what I mean.” He turned back to Quinn. “You don’t work with robots by any chance, do you?”

“I write user manuals for Maracaan Industries products.”

“Oh.”

“We’ll be in touch, Mister Quinn,” Chambers said, gesturing for Russell to join her at the door. “Thank you for your time.”

“And don’t leave town,” Russell said, following her out into the corridor.

“Any other ideas?” Chambers said once Quinn’s door had closed, leaving her and Russell alone in the hallway.

“Put surveillance on Quinn. There’s something weird about him.”

“He’s just eccentric. And you said it yourself. His apartment was clean. Except for the part where it was filthy. I’m not going back in there without an environmental suit.

“Yeah,” Russell replied distractedly as his mind worked.

“You want to go back to the office and think up a new plan?”

“No,” Russell said. “I think I’m done for the day.”

“Can I give you a ride home?”

“No. I want to walk.”

“In the middle of winter?”

“I’ll be fine. Thank you, though. I’ll comm you later.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I just need to think.”

“Well, if you think of anything important to the case, let me know,” Chambers said.

Russell just nodded in reply as he headed off toward the exit.



At least the Bracktians hadn’t been able to take Midon without her permission, Dr. Nelson thought as she sat at her desk in the infirmary staring at the symbiont floating in the small tank next to her while Ensign Mike Waits, the acting chief of security, and one of the other security officers stood guard outside her office.

She should be packing Midon up. She should be securing the tank and saying her goodbyes.

But she couldn’t move.

“What do you want?” she demanded finally, even though there was no way for the symbiont to answer her. “Stay here? Go to Bracktia Prime? What?”

Unable to sit any longer, Nelson jumped up from her chair and ran a hand through her hair. “They’re going to be coming for you soon,” she said. “Supposedly there’s a halfway decent life waiting for you on Bracktia Prime. You’ll be with bunches of other symbionts. I guess that’s good. I never did get around to studying how you Brackto relate to others of your kind when you’re not joined. And you won’t be joined. Never again. Your life will be your own, and mine will be mine. That’s good isn’t it?”

Nelson sighed and put her hand in the tank, resting it on Midon. “Tell me something,” she whispered. With a jolt, another word flashed into her mind.

HOME

And Nelson knew what she had to do.



“Do you mind doing this?” Joan Redding asked as she and Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter strolled along the corridor toward the Associated Worlds Network studios.

“What?” Porter asked.

“Walking with me to work.”

“Why would I mind?”

“I don’t know. I wanted to see if you did.”

“It’s time I get to spend with you,” Porter said, drawing a smile from Redding.

“Good answer,” she said before planting a kiss on his cheek.

“Nelson to Porter,” Porter’s commbadge barked suddenly.

“Porter here,” he said, slapping the device.

“I need you in the infirmary. Now.”

“You’ll have to wait, Doc. He’s with me,” Redding said, speaking into Porter’s chest.

“Craig! This is serious!”

“I’m on my way, Doctor,” Porter said trying not to look at the glare coming at him from Redding’s direction. “Porter out.” He tapped his commbadge closing the channel. “Duty calls,” he said to Redding sheepishly.

“I can see that,” she replied coldly.

“I’ll catch up with you later,” Porter said, jogging into the nearest turbolift.

“Whatever,” Redding muttered, leaving Porter with the distinct impression that he’d managed to upset her yet again.



Porter approached Nelson’s office door minutes later and found his way blocked by Ensign Waits. “Sorry, sir. No one gets to the symbiont without Captain Beck or Doctor Nelson’s approval.”

“Doctor Nelson asked me to come up here,” Porter said.

“Prove it.”

“I asked him to come up here,” Dr. Nelson said from behind Waits, standing in her office doorway.

“That works,” Waits said, quickly stepping aside.

“How very kind,” Porter said, patting Waits on the arm before he headed into Nelson’s office. “What can I do you for, Doctor?” he asked.

Nelson waited until the door closed before she started to speak. “I need you to put Midon back.”

“Back? Back where?” Porter’s eyes widened as a realization hit. “In you? No. No way.”

“You put her in the first time.”

“Yeah, but my surgery days are over,” Porter said, backing toward the door.

“I’ll talk you through it again. Please, Craig. They’re going to take Midon away.”

“Captain Beck wouldn’t let that happen unless she’d be safe.”

“Safe and happy are two different things. She’ll be kept as a prisoner in a pool and never allowed to join again. I can’t let that happen. She wants to stay with me.”

“How do you know?”

“She told me,” Nelson said. “She wants to go home. I’m her home. She lives in me. And I want her back.”

“Beck to Nelson,” the comm system said suddenly. “We’re about finished here. Are you ready?”

Nelson looked at Porter pleadingly. He nodded without a word. “Ready, Captain,” Nelson said, a soft smile crossing her face. “Infirmary out.”

“We’ve got to get you two out of here,” Porter said once the comm channel was closed.

“I’m not sure that the guards will let me leave.”

“Then we’ll go around them,” Porter replied, dashing over to Nelson’s desk console. He typed furiously, accessing the station’s systems and making the necessary arrangements.

“Here we go,” he said.

Nelson only managed to get out “Are we…” before she, Porter, and Midon, tank and all, dematerialized in transporter beams.

Out in the infirmary proper, Ensign Waits cocked his head at the sound of a familiar hum. “Do you hear that?” he asked.

“What?” Ensign Yuen said.

“Sounded like a transporter.”

“Here?”

“I know. It doesn’t make any sense for a transporter beam to be in the middle of the infirmary,” Waits said, glancing back into Nelson’s office. “Ohhh,” he said.

“What?” Yuen asked, turning to look back into the office. “Ohhhhh.”

“Waits to Captain Beck.”



Captain Beck was just escorting the Bracktians toward the turbolift in Ops when Waits’ comm came in. “Excuse me,” she said to her guests. “Beck here. What is it, Ensign?”

“Um…Doctor Nelson and her symbiont are gone. They were beamed out.”

“Beamed out?” Beck snapped, turning on Representative Preol.

“We did not do this!” Preol replied.

“No. It sounded like a Starfleet transporter. Lieutenant Commander Porter was with her and…”

“Stop right there,” Beck said. She wasn’t completely sure what was happening, but she had a few good theories. Unfortunately, she also knew what her position required that she do about the situation. “Ensign, I want you to find them. Now.”

“Yes, ma’am. We’re all over them. Waits out.”

“What is going on?” Representative Diermed demanded.

“I’m not quite sure,” Beck said. “But we’re taking care of it.”

“Pardon us if we decide to take actions of our own,” Preol said, pulling a small communicator out of his pocket. “Preol to Captain Kergin. The symbiont is missing. Locate it immediately and beam it aboard our ship.”

“Acknowledged, Representative.”



Nelson, Porter, and Midon and tank reappeared moments later in a corridor deep in the lower saucer. “We need to find a place for the procedure,” Nelson said.

“We need to make sure we’re not found first,” Porter replied. “Porter to Mason.”

“Mason here,” the voice of Lieutenant Mason, Porter’s primary assistant, replied.

“Are you in engineering?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Access the security system and activate the Fogblock protocol.”

“Fogblock? Now?” Mason asked hesitantly.

“Right now. That’s an order.”

“All right. Activating it now.”

“Thanks, Mason. Porter out.”

“Fogblock?” Nelson asked confused.

“It was Russell’s idea. If the station were ever taken over by hostile forces…or Colonel Lazlo, we could activate Fogblock, and it would set up a scrambling field, which would wreak havoc with the internal sensors and block transporter beams, preventing the occupying force from locating and transporting Waystation officers who might be trying to take the station back.”

“Good idea. And it was Russell’s?”

“Yep.”

“Huh. Who knew?”

“We still have one minor issue, which is that the Bracktians have a ship parked right outside and a set of very distinctive bio- readings to search for, namely Midon’s. Since their scans will be coming from outside, the scrambling field will not be as effective. But as long as we keep moving, we should be fine.”

“Keep moving!” Nelson exclaimed. “I need you to perform surgery!”

“I know. But don’t worry,” Porter said. “I have an idea.”



After a nice long lunch and a little bit of shopping, Mr. and Mrs. Abel Benz, who, along with 38 other senior couples, were in the midst of a nineteen-stop tour of the Alpha Quadrant, waited for a turbolift to take them away from the mall to their guest quarters in the lower saucer.

The turbolift doors opened, revealing a woman lying on her back on the lift floor while a man stood over her, laser scalpel in hand.

“Are you my three o’clock appendectomy?” Porter asked as the elderly couple stared at him open-mouthed. “I’m running a little behind. Just sit tight. I’ll be back around in a few minutes.”



Fifteen minutes had passed, and with each and every one, Representative Preol’s brow seemed to furrow deeper and deeper as the group waited in Ops for word of Dr. Nelson and Midon.

Beck knew that she should probably be angry. Nelson had defied Beck’s directives and had somehow convinced Porter to help her carry out whatever scheme she was plotting. Running from the station didn’t seem likely, since the bays and docking ports were locked down. And they couldn’t hide forever, even with the Fogblock protocol running. Beck had gone so far as to order engineering to shut Fogblock down, but they found they were locked out. Evidently Porter had put in a little bit of programming that stated if Fogblock was ever activated from engineering instead of by security, he was the only one who could deactivate it. Beck was starting to get the sense that her officers were a wee bit paranoid.

In any case, this meant that Waits and the security officers were left searching the station blindly in the hope that they would happen to stumble across Nelson and Porter. Yet despite all of this, Beck wasn’t angry.

Maybe because the Bracktians seemed to be a bunch of pig-headed bastards.

And Beck had to admit that seeing the frustration on Preol’s face as his ship found itself equally unable to track down Midon was rather entertaining.

The opening of a turbolift into Ops drew everyone’s attention away from the chase unfolding around the station. “What’s everybody doing?” Porter asked, supporting Dr. Nelson as they stepped slowly out of the turbolift.

“Fondue party,” Captain Beck replied. “Did you bring the skewers?”

“Sorry. It’s just the two of us.”

“Two?” Beck asked, looking at Nelson, who was barely holding herself upright.

“We are one again,” Nelson said weakly.

“You joined with it again!” Preol thundered angrily, charging toward Nelson. Beck moved in a flash, putting herself between the furious Bracktian and the doctor.

“I’m pretty sure your legal claim to the symbiont just expired,” Beck said darkly.

“I should rip that monster right out of you,” Preol seethed, glaring at Nelson.

“You’re about five seconds from a visit to our brig,” Beck said.

“How can you stand for this?” Diermed said. “She’s openly disobeyed you and put a dangerous creature inside her body.”

“That ‘creature’ has been a part of Doctor Nelson since the day I met her. The only reason we ended up in this situation is because some other beings separated Nelson and Midon against their will. If they decided to rejoin, that was their choice. Theirs.” Beck looked back at Nelson, who nodded in agreement.

“Ours,” Nelson said.

“I hope you all enjoyed your stay,” Beck said. “Go home.”

Preol fumed impotently for a few moments before shouting, “Your government will hear of this!” and storming into the turbolift with Representative Diermed close behind. Dr. Landris moved to follow, but stopped by Nelson for a moment.

“I’m happy for you both,” he said smiling. “Be well.”

“We…I will try,” Nelson said. Landris patted her stomach gently, then stepped into the turbolift with his fellow Bracktians. A moment later, they were gone.

“How are you feeling?” Beck asked.

“A little weak. A lot queasy,” Nelson said. “It takes Midon a few minutes to get perfectly situated.”

“Do you want a symbiont, Captain?” Porter asked. “I’m getting to be an old pro at this.”

“Don’t quit your day job,” Nelson said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’re lucky you both still have day jobs after that stunt,” Beck said.

“I’m sorry, Captain. I did not want to cause trouble for you.”

“No trouble here. You’re happy. The Bracktians are leaving empty handed. And we got to test out Fogblock. All in all, I’d say things actually went pretty well.”

“And this is why we love you,” Porter said.

“You’re both taking me to dinner,” Beck said.

“Oh, absolutely,” Porter said. “It’s the least we can do.”

“Damn right.”



The sound of her front door opening and closing once again drew Olivia out into the living room of her apartment where Russell stood, his brown hair blown in every possible direction and his cheeks a bright red.

“What happened to you?” Olivia asked.

“I walked.”

“I thought you hated the cold. I also thought you were busy with the constabulary.”

“I just needed to take a walk,” Russell said.

“Oh. The case isn’t going well then?”

“I solved it.”

“You did?” Olivia said surprised.

“It was you. The local police were right from the start.”

“Sean, how can you…”

“I was confused by the complete lack of biological evidence at the crime scene, but you yourself told me how you did it. I just didn’t realize it until Inspector Chambers said something. You wear a clean suit for your work, and you used it for the robbery, which made sure that you didn’t leave any evidence behind. I don’t quite know how you jammed the museum’s security system yet, but I will.”

“This is crazy. You were with me last night, remember?”

“Actually, I don’t. And that was your plan. On my way here I stopped by the restaurant and talked to your waiter friend, Ned. He remembers bringing several drinks to me, but you stopped at the first one. You kept ordering me those drinks because you knew they’d effectively take me out for the evening, so you could go pull off your heist.”

“I’m not listening to this anymore,” Olivia said, storming back toward her room. “You’re out of your mind.”

Russell was caught up with her in a flash. “I don’t think so,” he said, pushing her aside and charging into the bedroom. The room was a disaster with drawers thrown open and the closet door ajar. On the unmade bed sat two travel cases and a thin metal box about 4 centimeters high and 30 centimeters square.

“Going somewhere?” Russell said, looking back at his cousin, who had entered the room behind him. Her face was a cold mask of anger.

“I commed Alpha Centauri on my way home as well,” he continued. “That ‘company property’ you were arrested for stealing was an ancient Andorian ceremonial axe, which was kept in the company president’s office. Odd item to include in a severance package.”

“My buyer has a taste for antiquities,” Olivia said.

“So you admit it.”

“Might as well.”

“But why me?”

“You were the perfect alibi. No one would question the word of a Starfleet officer.”

“But I’m Starfleet Security. You had to know that I would investigate,” Russell said.

Olivia smiled ruefully. “Honestly, I was counting on it. I know you, Sean…at least I knew you. I figured you’d flail around for a bit, then either pin it on somebody else or just give up altogether. You’re a wonderful guy and a lot of fun, but let’s face it. You’ve never been known for your smarts.”

Russell stiffened. “I may not be some kind of genius, but I know my job. I’ve been chief of security on a space station the size of a town for five years now. I’ve dealt with robberies, riots, and even the occasional murder. If you thought you could use me like this, you were sadly mistaken.”

“Obviously. Congratulations. You solved the case,” Olivia said, moving over to her belongings on the bed. “As you can see, though, I’m heading out, so I need to cut your big triumphant scene a bit short.”

“I can’t let you leave,” Russell said firmly. “I’m taking you to the authorities.”

“We’re family, Sean.”

“Doesn’t matter. You broke the law.”

“It’s a stupid shirt. Let it go.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Fine, then,” Olivia snapped, snatching up the metal case with one hand as she went for a small communicator hidden in her pocket. “Ozymandias, come in. This is…”

Russell pounced, smacking the metal box. It hit the floor and popped open revealing a gold Starfleet uniform shirt cris-crossed with rips. It also revealed one hell of a stench.

“Oh hell,” Russell moaned, staggering back. “What is that?”

“Century old fermented Kirk sweat,” Olivia gasped, grabbing up the garment by the collar. Russell overcame his revulsion and latched onto the shirt’s other end.

“Let go!” Olivia screamed, yanking on the uniform.

“This isn’t yours.”

“It is now!”

Olivia’s communicator spoke up suddenly. “This is the Ozymandias. Is that you, Olivia?”

“Yes! Get me out of here!”

“Olivia! Stop!” Russell cried.

“NO!”

“YES!” Russell tugged hard on the shirt just as Olivia began to dematerialize. After a horrible ripping sound, he fell to the floor, grasping onto what was now only the bottom half of an authentic James T. Kirk uniform tunic. The other half of the shirt and Olivia were gone.

Moments later, the apartment’s front door whooshed open, allowing Inspectors Chambers and Malone to rush inside. They found Russell still sitting on the bedroom floor, clutching the uniform in his hand.

“She’s gone,” Russell said flatly.

“We know,” Chambers said.

“Wait,” Russell said, looking up at the inspectors. “What are you doing here?”

“I followed you,” Chambers said. “I’ve seen the look you had on your face when you left earlier. You’d put the pieces together, but you weren’t happy about it. And Malone has been keeping an eye on your cousin since this morning. When we detected transporter activity in here, we moved in.”

“You were right about her. You were right the whole time.”

“Yeah, maybe. But she had an alibi, and we didn’t have any proof. If you hadn’t been involved, she would have gotten away scott free.”

“She did get away scott free,” Russell said, pushing himself to his feet.

“Did she?” Chambers said. “Looks to me like she left something behind.”

“Yeah,” Russell said. He started to chuckle and held up the scrap of uniform. “Do you think the museum will notice?”

“Nah. It was ripped to begin with.” Chambers took the cloth from Russell and handed it to Malone. “See that this gets back to the curator. And put an alert out on subspace for Olivia Russell.”

“She beamed up to a ship called the Ozymandias,” Russell said.

“Got it,” Malone said, taking the shirt and heading toward the exit as Russell sat down on the edge of the bed. Chambers sat down beside him.

“Nice work,” she said.

“I just put the clues together.”

“That is our job, isn’t it? And you had to confront a family member. That can’t have been easy.”

Russell shrugged. “She broke the law.”

“Your station is lucky to have you,” Chambers said, patting Russell’s knee.

“Why do you say that?”

“Because you’re good at your job. And you seem to enjoy it.”

“I do…most of the time,” Russell said. “Lately, though, I’ve just felt…unappreciated.”

“We appreciate you. You basically solved this case for us. And I appreciated lunch.”

“So did I,” Russell said, unable to stop a grin for spreading across his face.

“What are you going to do now?”

“Well, I’ve got a couple of weeks of leave left, and I seem to have an apartment all to myself. Maybe I’ll just stick around here before I head back. Think there’s anything around here for me to do?”

“I’m sure we’ll find ways to keep you busy,” Chambers said getting up from the bed. “I’ve got to get back to the office, but I’ll comm you later.”

“Okay.”

“But let’s meet somewhere else,” Chambers said, wrinkling up her nose. “Great bird, what is that smell?”

“Kirk sweat.”

“What?”

“Never mind. You don’t want to know,” Russell said. “You really don’t want to know.”






That Certain Someone



Any fears Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter had about the mental state of Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell were immediately alleviated the moment he saw Waystation’s Chief of Security stepping through the airlock into the corridors of the station.

“Craig!” Russell exclaimed with a big grin on his face. “You came to meet me?”

“Yeah well…there was nothing on holovision, so I thought meeting your transport would be less boring than trimming my toenails…but only slightly,” Porter replied, returning the smile.

“Uh huh. Sure,” Russell said, falling to step beside Porter as the pair headed for the nearest turbolift.

“Good vacation, I guess?” Porter said.

“Absolutely. Ate some good food. Met a woman. Solved a crime. It was great.”

“Glad to hear it. You had me wondering about you when you left here a few weeks ago.”

“I know. Sometimes people just need to get away and get some perspective,” Russell said. The turbolift arrived, and they stepped inside.

“Even you,” Porter said before ordering the lift to Starfleet Square Mall.

“Tell me about it. I never thought I’d need perspective.”

“I don’t think you’ve ever used the word in a sentence before now,” Porter joked.

Russell shot his friend a mock-angry glare. “The point is that I was in a funk for no good reason. I realize that now. What did I have to be upset about? I’m Chief of Security of a large space station, and I got promoted!” Russell said, waiving his collar at Porter. “See my third pip? See it? See it?”

“I’m glad you’re feeling better about things.”

“Oh yeah. I feel like a new man. So what’s been going on around here?”

“Not too much actually. We had one riot at Bradley Dillon’s casino. And then there was that thing with the sentient gravy. At least it was sentient until Ih’mad got a hold of it. Let’s see…what else? President Dillon has been keeping kind of to himself lately, which has the captain in a good mood. And…oh! Dr. Nelson is Amedon again.”

“She rejoined?”

“Yep. Did the surgery myself.”

“Again?”

“In this very turbolift car, I think.”

Russell looked around with a distinct “ewwwwww” expression on his face.

“Long story,” Porter said as the turbolift doors opened and they exited into Starfleet Square Mall. “You want some breakfast?”

“Definitely. That’s the last time I travel Trans-Yridia. There was no food on the flight at all…for three days!”

“Then let’s get you fed. And I want to hear about this woman you…”

“Craig!”

Porter and Russell stopped and turned around to look for the source of the feminine voice calling Porter’s name. Joan Redding was heading their way smiling. Her eyes fell on Russell, and the smile quickly vanished.

“Good morning,” Porter said, exchanging a quick kiss with the AWN reporter. “What has you out and about this early?”

“I’ve got a subspace interview with the new Regent of Ferdanis Four in a little while,” Redding said. “I was planning to get some breakfast.”

“Then we have the same plan,” Porter said. “Do you want to join us? Sean’s going to tell me all about his vacation.”

“I think I’ll pass,” Redding said. “If you want to eat with him, go ahead.” She pushed between the two of them and strode off down the concourse toward the Starfleet Square Mall food court.

“What was that about?” Russell asked.

“You’ve got me,” Porter said with a shrug. “Occasionally, she gets a little weird about where I spend my time.”

“But what has she got against me? We barely even know each other. And I’ve been gone for weeks.”

“I don’t know. Maybe she’s just a good judge of character,” Porter said with a smirk as they continued on their way to the food court.

They passed Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges of the Federation Marines, who was seated at a table alone, then went to order their meals. A short time later, they were seated at the outer edge of the food court along the main concourse with Porter eating as Russell described his trip to Halydol. Every so often, Porter would glance over at the other tables, one of which was occupied by Joan Redding, who was invariably glaring in his direction. He’d evidently be hearing about this meal from her later.

His attention was drawn away from Redding as Captain Lisa Beck approached their table. “Well if it isn’t our missing Lieutenant Commander,” she said, giving Russell a warm smile. “Sounds like I’m lucky I got you back.”

“What do you mean?” Russell asked.

“I got a comm from the Halydol Constabulary singing your praises. You made quite an impression on their inspectors.”

“I just helped them clear up a little robbery,” Russell said modestly. He decided to leave out the part about his cousin being the culprit.

“When did you get back?” Beck asked.

“Just a few minutes ago,” Russell said.

“Really?” Beck said thinking. “I didn’t know we were expecting anyone except…you didn’t take Trans-Yridia did you?”

“Yeah,” Russell nodded.

“I hope you brought your own snacks.”

“No one mentioned it. I managed to get half of a…I have no idea what, from a Kaldonian. It was slimy and smelled a bit like baked rubber. But it was something. I’m much happier to be eating here.”

“And we’re glad you’re back. I’ll see you in Ops later…Lieutenant Commander,” Beck said. “And you too, Lieutenant Commander,” she added to Porter before heading off.

Russell grinned. “Wow, that’s nice to hear.”

“I’m glad you think so…finally,” Porter said, continuing to eat his breakfast.



After leaving Russell and Porter’s table, Captain Beck made her way to the half-ring of food stands and ordered the breakfast special from Wok-A-Chodok. Tray in hand, she scanned across the food court tables looking for an empty seat and spotted Stephanie Hodges sitting by herself by the concourse in the opposite corner from Russell and Porter. Hodges seem preoccupied as Beck approached, regularly looking off in both directions down the mall concourse.

“Waiting for someone?” Beck asked, causing Hodges to jump slightly in her chair.

“Lisa!” Hodges exclaimed surprised.

“Steph!” Beck shot back in mock alarm as she sat down across from her friend of many years. “How are you doing?”

“Uh…well…I’m fine. Fine,” Hodges said hesitantly. “How are you?”

“Okay, I guess,” Beck said with a sigh. “Phillip’s back, so we went out, had some dinner, then ended up back in his quarters. Sounds great, right? But…I don’t know. We spent the whole night fighting it seemed like. And over stupid things. Why do I care how many times he meets with Bradley Dillon? And that whole thing about my breathing was just silly. And then he spent over an hour on a comm with some guy on Earth about this new business he’s starting up. The whole evening was just…”

“Walter! There you are,” Hodges said suddenly, rising to her feet as Commander Walter Morales, Waystation’s first officer, stepped up to the table.

“Sorry I’m late, Steph,” Morales said, eyeing Beck. “Are you joining us for our meeting, Captain?”

“Meeting? What meeting?” Beck said, glancing back and forth between Morales and Hodges as they looked at each other. “You two have meetings?”

“Er…yes,” Hodges said.

“They’re kind of a way for Starfleet and the marines to exchange information.”

“Oh…so it’s an official meeting. An official meeting I don’t know anything about,” Beck said bemused.

“You didn’t tell her?” Morales asked Hodges.

“Why would I? You’re her first officer.”

“Yeah, but…” Morales quickly realized he didn’t have a ‘but.’ He turned to Beck. “Lieutenant Hodges approached me about meeting regularly while you were away for Captain Rydell’s wedding,” he explained.

Hodges picked up the tale. “After we all worked together against the Collectors, I thought it would be a good idea to keep the relationship between our groups strong. I suggested it to Colonel Lazlo, and he gave the job to me. So here we are.”

“Yes we are,” Beck said. “Well, don’t let me get in your way,” she added with a smile as she stood up.

“Are you heading to Ops?” Morales asked.

“Yeah. I’ll just eat in my office.”

“I’m sure you’ll see the report when you get up there, but the reason I was late is that we detected something odd coming from the Dillon Enterprises levels last night.”

“What sort of something odd?” Beck asked.

“We’re not sure,” Morales replied. “Mason said it looked like a brief energy surge of some sort, but since President Dillon has sensor masked his decks, we couldn’t get much beyond that. Bradley’s staff assured us that everything was fine, so there really wasn’t much we could do.”

“Not directly anyway,” Beck said thoughtfully. “I’ll look over the report. You two have fun.”

“It’s just a meeting,” Hodges insisted as Beck began to walk away.

“Uh huh.”

“Don’t worry about her,” Hodges said with a slight blush as she and Morales sat down at the table. “That woman loves nothing more than tormenting me.”

“I didn’t think anyone could do that,” Morales said, unable to keep himself from smiling.

“What?” Hodges said.

“Nothing.”

“No nothing. What?” she demanded.

“You’re very cute when you’re flustered.”

“Hey!” Hodges said.

“I’m sorry,” Morales said, straightening up in his chair quickly and looking mortified.

“I’m cute all the time!” Hodges finished, giving Morales a grin that instantly set him back at ease.

“Ops to Morales,” the commander’s commbadge barked suddenly.

“Morales here,” he said, slapping the device to activate it.

“We’ve got a distress call coming in from an Andorian transport ship,” Lieutenant Mason’s voice reported. “They’ve had some kind of engine malfunction and are currently adrift about a parsec from here.”

“Does the captain know?”

“Captain Beck? I don’t think she’s started her shift yet. She’s…oh…here she is.”

“I’m looking at the report now, Morales,” Beck’s voice said. “You and Porter go see if you can’t get them up and running again. Take the Wayward in case you have to tow them in for repairs.”

“On my way. Morales out.” Morales tapped his commbadge again, closing the channel as he got to his feet. “It looks like we’re going to have to reschedule.”

“Okay,” Hodges said. “When duty calls…”

“Exactly. So…tomorrow. Or…”

“Or what?”

“We could do it tonight. I’m sure I’ll be back by then. We could get dinner and…”

“I don’t know. I think tonight’s bad,” Hodges said, biting her lower lip.

“Oh. Okay. Tomorrow morning then,” Morales said, noticing Hodges’ discomfort.

“Fine. That would be great.”

“I’ll see you then,” Morales said professionally. He tapped his commbadge again. “Morales to Porter.”

“Howdy,” Porter said from directly behind him.

“AUUUGGGGGH!” Morales screamed, leaping a few feet in the air.

“Ooooh. That was neat,” Porter said as Morales spun around clutching his chest and trying to get his breathing back to normal. “Can you do it again?”

“What…are you doing…there?”

“Coming to get you. Captain Beck commed me about the mission.”

“Good,” Morales said, noticing out of the corner of his eye that Hodges was having a very hard time stifling her laughter. “Let’s go.”

“Lead the way,” Porter said, gesturing for Morales to go.

“Absolutely not,” Morales said, grabbing Porter by the shoulders and spinning him in the direction of the nearest turbolift. “Let’s go. Bye, Steph.”

“See you later, Walter. And be careful.”

“We will,” Morales replied.

“New girlfriend?” Porter asked as he and Morales headed toward the turbolift.

“No.”

“Want her to be?”

“Porter.”

“Is that a ‘yes’?”

“No. That’s a ‘shut up.’”

“A ‘shut up’? From you? I’m shocked.”

Morales just rolled his eyes and walked into the turbolift.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 55434.6. After reaching the Andorian transport, Commander Morales and Lieutenant Commander Porter quickly ascertained that the vessel would require more extensive repairs than Porter could perform on site. They are currently using the Wayward to tow the ship back to Waystation.

“Meanwhile, I’ve asked Lieutenant Russell…excuse me, Lieutenant Commander Russell, to discreetly look into the disturbance on the Dillon Enterprises levels that Ops detected last night. Admittedly, discretion isn’t usually one of our strong points, but I want to know what Bradley Dillon is hiding.”



“How do you want to play this?” Ensign Mike Waits asked eagerly as he and Russell rode the turbolift up to the Dillon Enterprises complex.

“We’re not playing anything,” Russell said. “And let me do the talking. I need you to be an extra set of eyes and ears. This isn’t a raid. We’re just looking for signs of anything unusual.”

“Check,” Waits said just before the turbolift slowed to a halt and the doors opened into one of the faux-wood paneled hallways of Dillon Enterprises. The pair moved through the warmly lit corridor, past the shiny gold wall lamps and ornaments, then entered Bradley Dillon’s outer office, where his assistant Gisele sat at her desk, busily chatting on a commline.

“…somewhat below our expectations. The estimates for the Merdani Prime store you provided to Mister Dillon at the start of the quarter clearly indicated an expected growth of three percent…Yes. I’m aware you had no idea that the star was going to go nova…” Gisele noticed Russell and smiled as her hand unobtrusively moved to a switch underneath her desk. In an instant, Agent Anderson, the dark blue suited head of the Special Secret Section assigned to guard Bradley, strode into the outer office from a side door hidden somewhere in the hallway leading back to Bradley’s actual office.

“May I help you gentlemen?” Anderson asked flatly.

“We’re fine,” Russell said.

“Then why are you here?”

“Oh. I’m sorry. We’re performing a security survey at the moment,” Russell replied. “I’ve been away for a few weeks, and I just wanted to visit each deck personally to make sure everything was in order.”

“And I’m helping,” Waits said.

“President Dillon’s complex is in order and outside of your purview,” Anderson said. “I have seen to his security needs.”

“Well, seeing as how I’m in charge of security for the station as a whole, would you mind letting me have a look at your set-up?”

Anderson snorted. “You must be joking.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Do you really think that I would compromise the welfare of our president by informing you of anything?” He suddenly whipped his head around to face Waits. “Put that away!”

“What?” Waits replied innocently, fumbling to hide a tricorder behind his back. It dropped, hitting the floor in the open position. Anderson had a phaser in his hand in a flash and fired, vaporizing the tricorder instantly.

“Are you done?” Waits asked Russell nervously. “Because I’m done. Very very done.”

“Thank you for your time,” Russell said to Anderson before shooting Gisele a wink and following Waits out into the corridor.

“That went about like I expected,” he said. “Actually, I was expecting one of us to get punched, so we came out ahead.”

“Ahead?” Waits exclaimed. “He shot the tricorder!”

“That’s why I asked you to carry it,” Russell said with a quick smile as he tapped his commbadge. “Russell to Mason.”

“Mason here.”

“Did you get anything from the tricorder before it was destroyed.”

“A little. I’m analyzing it now.”

“Thanks. Let me know when you have something.”



“An explosion,” Russell said, putting a padd down on Beck’s desk.

“Are you sure?” Beck asked. “We didn’t feel a thing.”

“Well, it was a really tiny one, judging by the residual energy readings. Craig could probably explain it better when he gets back.”

“Do you know where it happened exactly?”

“Not for sure,” Russell replied hesitantly. “But it looked like the point of origin would be in Bradley’s office. I guess he’s okay, though, since he never ended up in the infirmary…unless he has his own doctors down there.”

“Bradley could have V’Ger stashed down there, and we wouldn’t know about it,” Beck said, leaning back in her chair with an aggravated sigh. She let out a soft chuckle. “Two months ago I was trying to get Bradley to stay out of my business, and now here I am trying to pry into his. Do you think I should let this one go, Sean?”

“Non-interference is the Prime Directive,” Russell said with a shrug. “And Bradley does have an army of people down there working for him. He’s probably fine.”

“You’re right,” Beck said. “For all I know that was a product demonstration that went wrong…in the middle of the night.”

“He could have been working late. He is trying to run the Federation and a business at the same time.”

“I know. I know. All right. Let’s leave this one alone for now. But I want you to do one more thing for me, Sean.”

“What’s that?”

Beck smiled evilly. “Send Bradley a bill for the tricorder.”



The next morning, Lieutenant Hodges once again found herself seated alone at a table in the mall food court, looking impatiently down the concourse as she waited for Commander Morales to show himself. This whole situation had gotten out of hand. Yes, the breakfast meetings were her idea, and, in all honesty, she’d had something of an ulterior motive when she made the suggestion. Morales seemed like a good, solid, dependable, kind, warm-hearted, yada yada yada guy, and she wanted to get to know him better. It didn’t hurt that she happened to like looking at him. But it was supposed to be casual. She never intended to get to the point where she was anxious to see him in the morning. Yet here she was watching the concourse instead of eating her meal. This had to stop. She was not some hormone-crazed school girl. He would get there when her got there.

He was there!

Hodges spotted Morales exiting a turbolift a little ways down from the food court. He started heading her way, looking completely professional with a padd cradled under one arm. He also looked tired.

“Good morning,” he said flatly, taking a seat across from Hodges.

“Is it?” she asked with a good-natured grin.

“Long day yesterday,” Morales said. “We didn’t get back to the station until 0100.”

“I guess it’s just as well we didn’t have dinner plans,” Hodges said and immediately wished she could suck the words back into her mouth. Morales flinched ever-so-slightly, then focused all of his attention on his padd.

“I don’t think we have a whole lot to talk about today,” he said. “And I really don’t have a lot of time. I need to see to some things for the Andorians from the transport.”

“Anything exciting?” Hodges asked, trying to restore a level of friendly banter to the conversation.

“Mostly just coordinating repairs with Porter’s team. There’s some kind of Andorian VIP on board the transport, and they want to get him to the colony as quickly as possible.”

“Some kind? Did you meet him?”

“Couldn’t even get close. His followers are very devoted. At least I guess they’re followers instead of employees. They definitely hold whoever he is in high regard. He never emerged from his quarters while Porter and I were on board their ship,” Morales said. “And I doubt he’ll even set foot on…” Morales trailed off, gazing down the concourse. “Or I could be wrong,” he added.

Hodges followed his gaze to a cluster of six Andorians in black and purple robes surrounding a figure in shimmering golden robes, whose head was hidden by an engulfing golden hood. The Andorians were chanting, and, as they moved closer, their words grew more audible.

“He’s the Z’ark…Belst!

He’s mighty mighty!

He’s the Z’ark…Belst!

He’s mighty mighty!”

Morales turned back to Hodges, ready to crack some joke about the mighty one in the gold robe, but stopped as he saw the look of stunned surprise on Hodges face.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Z’arkbelst,”Hodges said numbly.

“That’s what they said,” Morales replied, confused as to why she would be so affected.

“JOEL!” Hodges cried suddenly, jumping up from her chair and charging toward the Andorians. Morales recovered from his own surprise quickly and chased after her. The last thing he wanted was for her to get disemboweled by some overzealous Andorians guarding their Z’arkbelst. Sure enough, the Andorians surrounding the Z’arkbelst crouched into fighting stances as Hodges approached.

“Joel!” she shouted again. “It’s me! Steph!” The Andorians looked at each other hesitantly and began muttering amongst themselves. All of that was put to a stop as the hooded one in the center of their group pulled his hood back, revealing a grinning human male.

“Steph!” he exclaimed. “Get over here and give your brother a hug!”

Morales skidded to a stop as he watched the scene play out before him. Hodges, meanwhile, had raced through the parting wall of Andorians into the waiting arms of her sibling.

“Look at you!” Joel said, looking Hodges up and down after releasing her from their hug. “What’s that uniform? Federation marines?”

“Yep.”

“Wow. Looks good, Steph. Very smart. Do you have a layover here or something?”

“I’m stationed here,” Hodges replied. “Which you would have known if you bothered to keep in touch with your family.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“For over twenty years!”

“I am the Z’arkbelst,” Joel said.

“He’s mighty mighty!” the Andorians exclaimed.

“Er…Lieutenant Hodges,” Morales said, stepping forward. “Could I speak with you for a moment?”

“Who is this?” Joel said, eyeing Morales disdainfully.

“Commander Walter Morales. First Officer. I was on your ship yesterday.”

“The Starfleet guys who gave us a tow. Right right,” Joel said. “Well, we’re here now, so your services are not required. Inform me immediately when repairs are complete.”

“Steph,” Morales said ignoring Joel. “This is your brother?”

“Uh huh.”

“Do I need to get the Captain for this one?”

“Actually, that would be great,” Hodges said. Morales took a few steps away from Hodges and company to call Ops, while Steph turned her attention back to her brother. “Do Mom and Dad know you’re here? No. Of course they don’t. Why would you tell them anything?”

“That’s not fair, Steph. I had a destiny. Mom and Dad don’t understand that. They never did or they wouldn’t have tried to stand in my way.”

“She’s on her way,” Morales said, returning to the group. “She was just over at Ih’mad’s, so it shouldn’t take her long to get here.”

“There’s no need for your captain to be involved with this,” Joel said. “I’m speaking with my sister. All I expect Starfleet to do is fix my ship.”

“No no,” Hodges said. “You need to speak to the captain.”

“Why?”

“Okay. Where’s this so-called Z’arkbelst?” a female voice called from down the concourse. Joel and the Andorians immediately locked their sights on the woman in a Starfleet uniform striding toward them. She stopped in front of Joel, hands on her hips. “Who let this thing on my station?”

Joel’s eyes widened at this insult. But then he stopped as recognition set in. “Lisa? Is that you?”

Captain Beck couldn’t stop the broad smile from spreading across her face. “In the flesh,” she said.

“You grew up!”

“Tends to happen.”

“You know the Z’arkbelst, too?” Morales asked, bordering on exasperation.

“Why don’t we head to Ops and catch up?” Beck said. “You can join us, if you’d like, Commander. You can get some of those questions answered.”

“I don’t want to intrude,” Morales said hesitantly. In all honesty, he was more than a little bit curious about the situation, but he wasn’t about to invite himself.

Hodges took care of the problem, grabbing him by the arm. “No! Come with us, Walter,” she said just as an older Andorian came running up.

“I was informed there was a problem, your worship,” the Andorian told Joel, bowing deeply as he spoke.

“No problem, Z’assy. I just ran into some people I know. This is my sister, Stephanie. And this lovely lady is Lisa Beck.”

“Captain Beck, station commander,” Beck said, her eyes narrowing at the newcomer.

“Am I missing something?” Morales asked Hodges quietly.

“I think we’ve met him before,” Hodges whispered back.

“I haven’t.”

“Of course not. You weren’t there.”

“Where?”

“We’re just going to talk in a more private location,” Joel said.

“I will accompany you,” Z’assy said. He made a quick, slicing hand gesture, which sent the Z’arkbelst’s guards scurrying away.

“Sure,” Beck said. “Come along. I’m sure we all have lots to catch up on.”



“You have come far,” Z’assy said taking in his surroundings as he, Beck, Morales, Hodges, and Joel gathered in the Ops briefing room. “Starfleet is evidently treating you well.”

“And I’m fond of them,” Beck said coldly, keeping her eyes on the Andorian.

“Captain, may I ask a question?” Morales said once everyone had taken their seats.

“By all means,” Beck said.

“What the hell is going on?”

“Feeling like everyone is in on the joke but you, huh?”

“You could say that.”

“All right. We’ll start with the obvious. This man in the eye-catching outfit is Joel Hodges, Steph’s older brother.”

“I caught that part. But why is he with a bunch of Andorians?”

“I am the Z’arkbelst,” Joel said, as though that were the only explanation required.

“So I heard,” Morales said. “I just don’t know what it means.”

“The Andorians worship him,” Hodges said.

“Those of us who understand his divinity,” Z’assy said gravely. “The others…they will boil in the bile of G’heedol’s spleen.”

“Yummy,” Beck muttered.

“So how did you get to be the Z’arkbelst?” Morales asked.

“My coming was foretold. They even had pictures.”

“Z’assy and friends found Joel when he was 15 and tried to take him back to Andor.”

“You kidnapped him?” Morales exclaimed.

“He came willingly,” Z’assy said. “And he would have begun his glorious reign at that time if two nosy little children had not interfered.”

“Weren’t we cute?” Beck said.

“You two?” Morales said, looking at Beck and Hodges.

“Uh huh. We charged to the rescue,” Hodges said.

“And then Starfleet charged to our rescue,” Beck said. “Hey, we were eleven. There was only so much we could do. It didn’t really matter, though, because as soon as he turned eighteen, Joel ran off to Andor to live a life of luxury as a worshiped deity.”

“Pretty cool, huh? It’s all in my book,” Joel said. “Maybe you’ve read it. ‘I Was A Teenage Z’arkbelst.’”

“Sorry. I must have missed that one,” Morales said.

“I’ll send you an autographed copy.”

“So what brings you out this way?” Beck asked. “My understanding was that your transport was carrying new settlers to the Andorian colony in Sector 49-A. You’re not moving, are you?”

“Actually, we are,” Z’assy said. “Not that our movements are any business of yours.”

“That place isn’t exactly a pleasure planet, you know. Unless you like storms.”

“Storms?” Joel said concerned.

“Lots of them. Sand. Snow. Hurricanes. The works. No matter where you go on that rock, you’re going to get hit by one or another of them.”

The Z’arkbelst looked to Z’assy. “Don’t worry, your magnificence,” the Andorian said. “We’ll keep you inside.”

“Um…maybe you should just go back to Andor,” Hodges said.

“We can’t,” Joel said. “There was some kind of problem with our cult registration and such. Z’assy tried to work it out. There were some fights, a few beheadings, and at least one guy got disemboweled if I remember correctly.”

Z’assy nodded. “The Undersecretary for Cults, Parks, and Recreation. I had his pancreas bronzed.”

“After that, we were asked to leave. It’s no big deal, though. I am the Z’arkbelst. My divinity transcends Andor.”

“And we will serve your gloriousness anywhere in the cosmos,” Z’assy said with a deferential bow. “But look at the time. We need to return for morning devotionals.”

“That’s right. It’s foot washing today, isn’t it?”

“Indeed, your worship.”

Joel smiled. “That feels sooooo good. Let’s go.” He rose from the table and headed for the exit, then stopped and glanced back at Hodges and Beck. “Great seeing you two.” Morales and Beck exchanged a look at the abrupt departure. Hodges, meanwhile, jumped up and chased her brother out into Ops.

“That’s it?” she demanded, catching up with Joel and Z’assy as they stepped into a waiting turbolift.

“What?” Joel asked while Z’assy ordered the turbolift to the docking arm where their ship was waiting.

“‘Great seeing you’? It’s been decades, Joel. Decades!”

“I know. She really became magnificent.”

“Huh?”

“Lisa. She’s amazing. Absolutely gorgeous. I think I’ll have her.”

“I don’t think she’d be interested,” Hodges said. “And she’s already involved with someone else.”

Joel looked at her confused. “So? I will have her.”

“It doesn’t work that way.”

“I am the Z’arkbelst.”

“She doesn’t care.”

“Neither do I…care…that she doesn’t care. I am the Z’arkbelst.”

Hodges rolled her eyes. “I get it. But what about us? You call what we just did in Ops catching up? We barely talked. What have you been doing for twenty years? Don’t you want to know what I’ve been doing?”

“Fine. Come by the ship for lunch. I’ve got a couple of hours between morning devotions and afternoon exaltations.”

“You’re sure I won’t be too much for your already busy schedule?” Hodges asked sarcastically.

“Absolutely not. I’ll even order a couple of extra worshipers to come by so you can get fanned too.”

“Gee thanks,” Hodges muttered.



“The cheese is on the table! I repeat, the cheese is on the table!”

Lieutenant Commander Porter looked questioningly over at Lieutenant Commander Russell as Ensign Waits’ voice continued to bark out of Russell’s commbadge while the officers sat having lunch in the mall food court.

“The cheese has one cracker! I repeat, the cheese has one cracker!”

“Cheese and crackers?” Porter asked.

“President Dillon,” Russell said by way of explanation.

“You’re monitoring his lunches now?”

“No, Bradley’s the cheese, and the crackers are his Special Secret Section guards. He’s just entered the mall with one guard.”

“And we care because?”

“The Captain still has me checking up on that explosion from a couple of nights ago. I haven’t actually been able to talk to Bradley, though. I figured I could ambush him when he came into the mall.”

“Ambush the President. Sounds safe.”

“I like to live on the edge.”

“Don’t we all,” Porter muttered.

“What’s that mean?”

“I don’t know. No. I’m lying. I do know. It’s Joan.”

“What about her?”

“What do you think of her?”

“She’s great,” Russell said. “You two make a great couple.”

“And you make an awful liar. What do you really think?”

“She hates me and wants to control you. If you stay with her, she’s going to suck the life right out of you leaving you as a soulless shell of a man only capable of saying two words: ‘Yes, dear.’ She’s also got a great ass.”

Porter choked slightly on the sip of iced tea he’d just taken. “Is that everything?” he coughed.

“Nice legs, too.”

“Uh huh.”

Waits’ voice erupted from Russell’s commbadge again. “The cheese and cracker have dropped to the lower table and are still on the move. They may be headed to the Infirmary. I repeat, the cheese and…”

“I got it, Waits,” Russell said. “I’m on my way. Let me know if their destination changes.”

“You’re leaving me?” Porter said as Russell rose from the table.

“Trust me. You really didn’t want to have this conversation anyway,” Russell replied. “The fact is that it doesn’t matter what I think of Joan. If you like her, you’re going to stay with her. And if you don’t, you’ll probably stay with her anyway. That’s just the kind of guy you are. Good luck, pal.”

“Why do you sound like you’re sending me off to my doom?”

Russell just shrugged and walked away.



Unaware that she was about to receive visitors, Dr. Amedon Nelson was in her office in the Infirmary checking to see if she had any messages, or, more specifically, any messages from Wuddle. For weeks, she had been unable to contact him to let him know that she had rejoined with her symbiont. Unfortunately, she couldn’t exactly just comm his office and ask for him. His staff would…well, panic at seeing an alien being. To overcome this, she and Wuddle had set up accounts at an anonymous comm service on one of the Multek Enclave’s outer worlds. She’d left several messages for him there, but, since they had broken up months earlier, there was no real reason for him to check it. Still, she wanted to talk to him.

Her frustration was interrupted by a looming shadow falling across her desk. She looked up to see Agent Anderson, head of President Dillon’s Special Secret Section standing over her.

“The President will see you now,” he said.

“Why would he want to do that?” Nelson asked confused.

“Now, Doctor,” Anderson said firmly. Under normal circumstances, she’d defy such an order on principle, but she was more than a little curious as to what the Federation President wanted with her.

She followed Anderson out into the main examination area of the Infirmary, where Bradley Dillon sat on one of the biobeds. Upon spotting her, he smiled warmly and waved for her to come closer.

“Ah, Doctor. Just the woman I wanted to see,” Bradley said. “I seem to have had a little accident that requires your services.”

“What kind of accident?” Nelson said, going for her tricorder.

“It’s nothing too serious, I trust,” Bradley said, sliding off his suitcoat and holding out his left arm. The upper sleeve of his dress shirt was sliced open, and underneath was a blood soaked handkerchief tied around Bradley’s arm.

“What happened?” Nelson exclaimed, grabbing her med tools.

“I want to hear this one, too,” Lieutenant Commander Russell said, standing at the Infirmary entrance.

“This is a Presidential affair,” Agent Anderson said, moving to put himself between Russell and Bradley.

“I think you just made it our affair,” Russell replied, gesturing at Dr. Nelson, who was busily working on Bradley’s arm.

“You should have let our medic handle this, sir,” Anderson said to Bradley.

“Dr. Nelson is the most qualified medical officer on this station,” Bradley said. “I demand the best care.”

“And that care happens to come from Starfleet,” Russell said, stepping past Anderson. “That means I’m involved.”

“Is this true, Doctor?” Bradley asked.

“I could comm Captain Beck and ask her, but my guess is that the answer is going to be yes,” Nelson said. “She really doesn’t like to have her presidents bleeding all over the station without a good explanation.”

“So start explaining,” Russell said.

“There really isn’t much to it,” Bradley said with a slight sigh. “Quite simply, someone is trying to kill me.”



Phillip had been quiet all through dinner, and Beck wasn’t sure if it was due to residual tension from their last night together or if he was just lost in his own thoughts again, thoughts that very likely had nothing to do with her. Not that she expected him to think of her all the time. She certainly didn’t spend all of her time thinking of him. It would be nice, though, if he acknowledged her while they were sitting in the same room sharing a meal together.

“I met a deity today,” Beck said casually, hoping to spark some kind of conversation as the couple sat at the small dining table in her quarters. Starting with that was probably better than mentioning that the Federation President believed someone was trying to assassinate him.

“Hmmm,” Phillip said, picking at his green beans. “That’s not something that happens everyday…or any day really.”

“Actually, I’d met this one before. I grew up with him.”

“I didn’t realize North Carolina was home to many gods.”

“Oh sure. Lots of them. You can’t walk down the street without tripping over some divine being or another.”

Phillip looked up at her and smiled slightly. “I’m sorry. I get it. I’ll pay attention. So how was your day really?”

“I just told you,” Beck said.

“Uh huh.”

“Seriously, a guy I knew growing up is considered to be a deity by a group of Andorians. He’s on board currently.”

“Oh. And here I was waiting for a punch line that never came.”

“I don’t know. I happen to think the idea of anyone thinking Joel Hodges is a god is pretty funny.”

“Uh huh.”

“What about your day? Anything exciting happen?”

“Nothing you’d be interested in,” Phillip said.

“Sure I would.”

Phillip was about to reply when his pants started beeping. He pulled out a small communicator. “I need to take this.”

“We’re in the middle of dinner.”

“It could be important.”

“Dinner is important.”

“If this was Ops comming you, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“If Ops commed, it would mean something serious was…” Beck trailed off as Phillip’s eyes bored into her. She’d just blundered into her very own no-win scenario. If he took the comm, the date was effectively over. If she stood in his way, it implied that she didn’t think his work was important, and once again the date was effectively over.

She couldn’t speak at this point. She just waved her hand for him to take the comm. Phillip was already up and opening the channel.

“Phillip Harper,” he said, walking out into the main living area. Maybe it would be a short comm. Or maybe Phillip would realize that he and Beck hadn’t had a decent conversation in weeks and would come back to finish dinner and actually talk.

Beck doubted that would actually happen. She was also fairly certain that they both would be going to bed alone again tonight.

Several minutes passed, during which time Beck finished her meal and put her dishes back in the replicator for disintegration. Just as she sat back down, Phillip walked back into the dining area, but before he could even say a word or get back to his seat, the door chime sounded.

Beck exchanged a confused look with Phillip and headed out into the living area to answer the door.

“Were you expecting guests?” Phillip asked, following behind her.

“I was about to ask you the same question,” Beck said. She tapped the panel beside the door, opening it with a soft whoosh. Outside, clad in a sparkling gold suit and cape, was Joel Hodges flanked by four of his followers. Joel shot a quick, cold stare at Phillip then turned his full smiling attention on Beck.

“Good evening, Lisa,” he said.

“Um…hi. What brings you by, Joel?”

“Can we come in?”

“I guess,” Beck said, standing aside and letting the group enter. “Joel, this is Phillip Harper. Phillip, this is the deity I was telling you about.”

“I am the Z’arkbelst,” Joel said, sizing up Phillip.

“He’s mighty mighty!” the Andorians exclaimed.

“Not to be rude, Joel, but we’re in the middle of dinner,” Beck said. “What can I do for you?”

“I wanted to thank you for your hospitality. We just got word that repairs to our ship are complete, so we’re going to be on our way.”

“You’re leaving? Does Steph know?”

“She and I had a long lunch together. We’re fine,” Joel said. “I just needed to come by for you.”

“For me?” Beck said. “For me what?”

“To get you. You’re coming with me,” Joel said.

Beck laughed. “I don’t think so.”

“I am the Z’arkbelst, and I want you.” Joel nodded at his followers. In an flash of whipping arms, four small darts zipped into Phillip’s chest. He hit the floor with a thud.

Joel grabbed Beck’s arm, digging a needle of his own into her flesh.

“Stop!” Beck ordered. “I am not going to goooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo….” Beck’s words slurred then stopped altogether as she dropped into Joel’s arms.

“Throw a robe over her and get her back to the ship,” Joel said, tossing one more look at Phillip’s prone form before striding out the door.



“He left! He just stole away in the middle of the night without so much as a goodbye!” Lieutenant Hodges shouted as, across the table from her, Commander Morales fought the urge to flinch back in his seat.

“You’re obviously mad about this,” Morales replied calmly, looking around to see how many of the food court’s breakfast patrons were now staring at them.

“You think?” Hodges shot back. “Why would he do that? Would it have killed him just to comm me to say, ‘My ship’s fixed. See you in another twenty years.’?”

“Maybe he didn’t want to upset you.”

“Oh yeah. That worked!”

“Or maybe he didn’t want to be here when you were upset.”

“That figures. The big weenie!”

“Weenie?” Morales asked unable to stop a slight grin.

“I think I’m regressing to childhood as we speak,” Hodges said, catching Morales’s smile and calming a bit. “You know, I have half a mind to go straight to that colony and give my brother a good yelling at. He’s got it coming.”

“Are you allowed to yell at a Z’arkbelst?”

“Let’s see them try to stop me.”

“I’d rather not. But for the sake of galactic peace, maybe you should let him go.”

“Ops to Commander Morales,” Morales’s commbadge barked suddenly.

“Morales here,” he replied, slapping the device.

“Sir, I think we have a situation,” Ensign Laru Hassna, the security officer on duty in Ops, said.

“What kind of situation?” Morales asked, straightening in his seat.

“Phillip Harper just commed up here. He says that a god and a bunch of Andorians knocked him out last night and took the captain.”

“Took her?” Morales said as Hodges’ eyes widened. They were both out of their chairs in an instant. “Have you been able to confirm that?”

“Captain Beck is not answering, and the computer claims she’s not on board.”

“He’s taking her to the colony,” Hodges said. “And he’s got one hell of a head start.”

“Tell the docking bay to get the Wayward prepped for immediate departure, Laru,” Morales jogging toward the turbolift with Hodges hot on his heels. “Morales out.”

“I’m coming with you,” Hodges said as soon as Morales closed the channel.

“I know,” Morales said, stepping with Hodges into the turbolift.

“You’re not going to try to stop me?” Hodges asked surprised.

“Nope.”

Hodges smiled to herself as Morales ordered the turbolift to the docking bay where the Wayward waited. One more point for Morales. Lisa had been crazy not to want him.



Several million miles away, that very same Lisa, more formally known as Captain Beck, slowly regained consciousness. Before she even opened her eyes, she was aware of two things. First, she was laying on a rather soft bed. And second, that bed was inside a spaceship of some sort. Waystation just didn’t thrum like this.

Without moving, she opened her eyes until she could see out of a small slit. Best to know if she was alone before she took action.

No one was visible. She opened her eyes the rest of the way, then, satisfied that she was indeed by herself in the room, she sat up slowly as she shook off the last of the effects of whatever it was that Joel had injected her with.

Joel.

Beck quickly checked herself over. She was still in the blouse and pants she’d worn at dinner with Phillip, so obviously Joel hadn’t taken advantage of her unconscious state.

No. He just wanted to take advantage of her while she was conscious. Great. This was now the second time in her life she’d found herself trapped on an Andorian ship because of Joel Hodges. He was going to be lucky if he survived this one, though.

Beck got to her feet and staggered over to a small desk with a computer console standing against the side wall of the chamber. The interface was entirely in Andorian, which was far less of a problem now than it was when she was eleven. Between her former career as a communications officer and her Andorian roommate at the Academy, Beck was quite fluent in Andorian.

She immediately tried to get access to the ship’s comm network. If she could get in touch with Waystation, she could call in the cavalry.

The sound of the door opening to her left jerked her attention away from the console. Z’assy entered and stood blocking the exit until the doors slid closed behind him.

“All this time, and you haven’t learned any new tricks,” the Andorian said.

“I like the classics,” Beck replied, glancing back at the console, the monitor of which suddenly went dark.

“You were never really in the system,” Z’assy said. “That was all more for my amusement than anything else.”

“Glad I could give you a bit of a laugh,” Beck said. Z’assy was at least a good twenty years older than she was, but he was still an Andorian. Under normal circumstances, Beck felt she’d have a good chance of taking him. But now, with the vestiges of a drug in her system and a whole ship full of other Andorians to come to his aid, attacking Z’assy was probably not the best idea.

“I will be informing the Z’arkbelst that you have regained consciousness, but I wanted to speak with you first.”

“We can do that,” Beck said, taking a seat on the bed before her weak legs betrayed her.

“I didn’t want him to bring you here,” Z’assy said, beginning to pace the chamber. “You were trouble as a child, and I doubt that time has improved matters. But he is the Z’arkbelst, and if his divine desires extend to you, then he will have you, for he is the Z’arkbelst.”

“Well, I don’t want him.”

“You have been chosen to be a consort to the Z’arkbelst. That is all that matters.”

“I’m declining the offer.”

“You have no choice. However, I can assure you that his worshipfulness quickly tires of his consorts. When that happens, you will be free to leave. If you attempt to escape, though, I will see to it that you are the primary sacrifice in Z’zastmas Pageant!”

With that, Z’assy turned on his heel and stormed out of the room, leaving Beck alone again. For her part, Beck was fairly sure that “Consort to an Alien Deity” was nowhere in her job description. Of course, neither was “Z’zastmas Sacrifice.” That meant that she was somehow just going to have to hold Joel off until someone on Waystation realized she was gone…which possibly wouldn’t happen until her shift was due to start…several hours from now.



Actually, the cavalry was currently gaining ground…er…space on the Andorian transport at a rapid clip. Commander Morales flew the Wayward in silence, focusing on the inevitable confrontation to come. The plan, such as it was, involved taking out the transport’s shields, then beaming the Captain out of there. Morales was a little hazy as the legality of opening fire on a vessel owned by a Federation member-world, but his feeling was that the whole kidnapping Captain Beck maneuver pretty much negated any complaint the Andorians could make. Of course, if the transport arrived at the colony before the Wayward could close the gap, things would get a lot more complicated.

Seated in the Wayward’s co-pilot’s seat beside Morales, Lieutenant Hodges was going through a similar train of thought. Most of hers involved slapping her brother silly, though. She also wanted to smack herself a few times. She should have seen this coming. He’d come out and told her that he wanted Beck. Hodges just never thought that he’d go this far to get her.

Lisa did seem to have that effect on some men, though. The man sitting beside her for example. What was this about for Morales? Rescuing his captain? Or the woman he loved? And what did that mean for Hodges? What about all of their breakfasts? She couldn’t just let this fester in her brain. It would drive her crazy.

“Why did you ask me to dinner the other night?” she asked suddenly, spinning her chair to face Morales.

“Huh?” Morales stammered surprised.

“You. Me. Dinner. Why? Was it just about station business?”

“Steph…”

“Because I really need to know, Walter. I wanted to say yes, but I didn’t. I couldn’t because I didn’t know why you were asking. Was it supposed to be a date?”

“Well…I…”

“Part of me wanted it to be a date, but the other part…the other part doesn’t know who you see when you look at me. The whole station knows you’re in love with Lisa, and I can’t stand here and accept being some kind of consolation prize to you because she wouldn’t have you. I like spending time with you. I want to get closer to you, but I can’t until I know what this all means to you. Is this some kind of sick joke? I can’t have Lisa so I’ll get her best friend? I’m not her, Walter. And you can’t be with me if all you’re going to be thinking of is her. That’s not fair to me. I won’t let you hurt me like that.”

“Woah! Hang on!” Morales said, holding his hands up defensively. “Can I respond for a second?” Hodges said nothing, which Morales assumed was his signal to go ahead. “You’re right. I loved Lisa, but we’re not together. We never will be. It took me a long time to accept that, but I have. And I’m not going to spend the rest of my life pining for her. There are lots of other women in the galaxy, and I’ve already met one that I like a lot. I asked you to dinner because I’m attracted to you, okay? It had nothing to do with Lisa Beck. It was strictly about me and you, and you said ‘no.’”

“Ask again.”

“Will you have dinner with me?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Feel better?”

“Yeah. How about you?”

“I do actually,” Morales said smiling. “We’re going on a date.”

“Yes, we are,” Hodges said, returning the smile. “Does this thing have an autopilot?”

“Sure. Why?”

Hodges’ lips suddenly pressed against his, giving him a fairly clear answer.



“Hmm…we seem to have a presidential comm coming in,” Lieutenant Commander Porter observed casually as he and Russell manned their stations in Ops. “You feel like answering it?”

“You’re the one in charge,” Russell replied. “You decide.”

“Hmmm… Hmmmmmmmm… Oh, all right. Let’s see what his royal pompousness has to say, shall we?”

Porter opened the channel. “You’ve reached Ops. Lieutenant Commander Porter speaking. How may I direct your comm?”

“It’s about time you answered,” Bradley Dillon’s voice said angrily. “I need to speak to Captain Beck.”

“I’m afraid that’s a bit on the impossible side at the moment. Can I take a message?”

“Is Russell up there?” Bradley demanded.

“Yes I am,” Russell said.

“Did you tell Beck what I told you?”

“I sure did.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“And she never commed me. I tell her people are trying to kill me, and she can’t be bothered to contact me!”

Porter stepped in again. “She’s in the middle of being kidnapped right now, but as soon as she gets back, I’m sure she’ll get in touch. Is there something you’d like us to do in the meantime?”

“No. I just want to make sure she knows what’s happening.”

“Which she does. Now do you happen to know who might be trying to kill you?”

“I’m the President. It could be anyone from a rival government to a local whack-job,” Bradley said. “It might not even be political at all. I’ve got some business enemies who…”

“Exactly,” Porter interrupted. “So you comm us when you’ve got some more information.”

“Or if there’s another attempt,” Russell said. “Unless you’d like to accept my offer of increased security.”

“No!” Bradley said firmly. “My Special Secret Section can handle it.”

“Then I guess we’re done here,” Porter said. “Bye now.” He cut the channel before Bradley could get out another word. “The perks of command,” he said with a satisfied smile.



The door to Beck’s quarters/cell slid open without so much as a knock in the way of warning. Z’assy was there once again, this time accompanied by two other Andorians. “The Z’arkbelst is ready for you now,” Z’assy said.

“I’m all a quiver,” Beck muttered, walking over to meet the Andorians at the door. “Let’s get this over with.”

“You’re not going to fight?” Z’assy asked sounding rather disappointed.

“Why? So you three can beat the crap out of me and then take me to Joel? I don’t think so. I’d prefer to meet my fate on my own two feet.”

“You make it sound so unpleasant,” Z’assy said, gesturing for Beck to step out into the corridor. Soon the group was making their way through the corridors of the transport. “I have been told that his divine-ness is rather skilled.”

“Lucky me,” Beck replied unconvincingly. They were soon in front of another set of doors, where two ornately robed Andorians holding long, golden staffs stood guard. Z’assy exchanged nods with the guards, and then pressed the panel beside the door.

“We have arrived, your worship,” he said into the panel.

“Good. Good. Send her on in,” Joel’s voice replied through the panel speaker.

Z’assy eyed Beck distrustfully. “Are you sure that you want to be alone with her?”

“Oh yeah. Send that vision of loveliness through the door.”

“As you wish,” Z’assy said, then closed the channel. He turned on Beck. “We will be right outside this door at all times. If you attempt to harm the Z’arkbelst, your death will be slow, painful, and will most likely involve flesh-nibbling rodents. Are we clear?”

“Don’t worry,” Beck said as one of the guards activated the door for her. “I don’t plan to lay a finger on him.”

“That’s good to hear,” Z’assy said just as the doors closed behind Beck. He thought about her words for a moment. “Hey wait!”



Joel’s rooms on board the transport had obviously been spruced up a bit, as was fitting the home of a deity. Intricately woven tapestries depicting images of…well…Joel covered the walls. The centerpiece of the room, though, was a beyond-king-sized bed covered in (what else?) golden bed linens.

Joel himself was nowhere to be seen, though. A moment later, he emerged from the bathroom dressed in a golden robe that only went down to his bare knees.

“Hey there, gorgeous,” he said, flashing Beck a smile. “Care to join me?”

He dove onto the bed, revealing that the back of his robe had “Z’arkbelst” embroidered on it in large red, shimmering letters. Joel rolled over to face Beck, his robe coming dangerously close to opening. “I had my followers make something special for you.”

“You shouldn’t have,” Beck said. She was completely serious about this. He shouldn’t have made her anything because she SHOULD NOT BE HERE!

“It’s in the bathroom. Go put it on. I’ll be waiting.”

For a split second, Beck thought about protesting…or at least stalling, but then she realized the opportunity for even more efficient stalling that had just been offered to her.

“Bathroom. Got it,” Beck said, practically running to the door. “I’ll be out in a few minutes. Let me just…freshen up.” She gave Joel her best attempt at a seductive smile, then closed the door and locked it. It didn’t take her long to find the “gift” Joel had left for her. It was a small box on the sink. She opened it hesitantly, then lifted out a strand of black cloth. It took her a few moments, but she finally figured out it was a thong. The smallest thong she had ever seen, and she’d been to Risa.

Accompanying the thong was an equally revealing a half-black half-grey string bikini top. The left cup of the top had a Starfleet insignia printed on it.

“Did you find your present?” Joel called from the bedroom.

“Sure did,” Beck said.

“I hope it will fit.”

How would you know if it didn’t, Beck wondered as she held up the two minuscule halves of the outfit. Okay. She so wasn’t putting this on. Time to commence some serious stalling.

“You remember how Steph and I used to love playing Starfleet?” Beck asked.

“Uh huh.”

“Yeah. Steph and I would run through the woods with our little toy tricorders. And sometimes we’d play with our dolls, of course, because that’s the kind of thing little girls do.”

“Um…sure.”

“Yep. We were little girls when you knew us. Playing with dolls, going to school…”

“Can we not talk about this?” Joel asked.

“I was just reminiscing about old times,” Beck said.

“I know, but it’s kind of weird right now.”

“Why? I’m just saying that you knew me when I was a little girl, well before I hit puberty even.”

“Ugggh! Don’t say that!”

“What? Puberty?”

“Yes! Stop it!”

“Why?” Beck asked innocently. “What is the problem?”

“I’m trying to have sex with you here! I don’t want to be thinking about us as a bunch of kids! It’s just…wrong!”

“No more so that kidnapping me and forcing me to have sex with you.”

“That’s completely different. I’m the Z’arkbelst. Now are you undressed or not?” Joel demanded.

Beck suddenly heard Z’assy’s voice of the bedroom speaker. “We are on final approach to the colony, your gloriousness. The colony administrator has granted us permission to settle in a…moist region of the southern hemisphere.”

“What do you mean moist?” Joel asked.

“Frequent monsoons. But we will build a vast, dry, and wonderfully cozy palace to celebrate your divine presence.”

“Very good. But no more comms. I’m occupied.”

“Of course. Awe her with your regal prowess.”

“I’m planning on it,” Joel said, then cut the channel. A moment later, he was right outside the bathroom door. “I, the Z’arkbelst, command you to put your gift on and present yourself to me! NOW!”



“They’re entering the planet’s atmosphere,” Hodges reported, glancing over at Morales. She reached over and smoothed a particularly ruffled section of his hair.

“We’re almost on them, but I don’t think we’ll be able to get a transporter lock in all of that chaos down there,” Morales said.

“That’s okay.”

“It is?”

“Yeah. After all of this, I really want to have a word with my brother. In person.”



Joel was reclining on the bed anxiously as the bathroom door finally opened, revealing Lisa Beck…dressed in the same blouse and pants she went in there wearing.

“Hey!” Joel shouted, sitting up. “Where’s the sexy stuff?”

“I’m not sleeping with you, Joel,” Beck said.

“You have to. I decreed it.”

“So what? Are you going to have your lackeys hold me down?”

“No. They tend to just kill people who defy me.”

“Are you going to let them kill me?” Beck said.

“I want you in bed. Not dead. See, that rhymed. I’ve been working on some poetry. My worshippers eat that kind of thing up. Now stop being silly and take your clothes off.”

“I’m not doing it.”

“That’s not the way this works. I am the Z’arkbelst. I’m a god. You do what I say.”

“No.”

“Yes!”

“That’s not going to convince me.”

“It’s supposed to! I’m the Z’arkbelst. Z’assy! Z’assy! Where are you?”



The ship jolted slightly as the landing gear touched down on the surface of the world the followers of the Z’arkbelst would now call home. A crowd quickly gathered around the access ramp, which Z’assy, who was at that moment obviously nowhere near Joel’s quarters, was about to open.

“Children of the Z’arkbelst!” he exclaimed. “We have traveled far to bring the magnificence of the glorious one to this place. Behold! His new dominion!”

Z’assy smacked the panel beside him, causing the ramp to lower. Outside was rain. Lots and lots of blinding, driving rain and a world that seemed to be nothing more than a blob of wet gray. Two figures suddenly became visible, stomping toward the ramp in white Starfleet EVA suits, phaser rifles in their hands.

The Andorians froze as the armed figures clomped up the ramp. The shorter of the two reached up, unlatched its helmet, and tossed the helmet aside revealing Stephanie Hodges.

“Welcome home, folks,” she said. “Now where the hell is my brother?”

The Andorians other than Z’assy looked at each other confused.

“The Z’arkbelst!” Hodges shouted. “Take me to the Z’arkbelst!”



“Calling Z’assy isn’t going to help either,” Beck said.

“He could kill you!” Joel said, climbing off of the bed and standing in front of Beck.

“I thought you didn’t want that.”

“I don’t. I want you. I will have you.”

“No, you won’t. I know these Andorians just hand you everything you ask for, but that does not include me. I don’t worship you, Joel. Okay. I admit I had a bit of a crush on you when we were kids, but this is entirely different.”

“You had a crush on me?”

“Yeah. You were cute. You still are.”

“I try to take care of myself.”

“I noticed,” Beck said. “You’d think being a deity would make you put on some extra kilos. I’m sure you can have as much of whatever food you want whenever you want it.”

“It’s a temptation,” Joel admitted. He put his fists on his hips, causing his robe to pull open revealing two well-developed pectoral muscles. “But a god should put across a certain image, don’t you think?”

The doors of the room suddenly whooshed open. Joel screamed and doubled over, frantically shoving his robe closed.

“Ring the chime!” he screamed, whirling to face the door. His eyed widened in alarm as his sister charged into the room, rifle in hand.

“Steph!…GACK!” Joel’s surprise at seeing his younger sibling was increased somewhat as she grabbed him by the neck, drawing several gasps of surprise and horror from the small crowd of Andorians who had followed Hodges, Morales, and Z’assy to the Z’arkbelst’s chambers.

“I think we can take it from here,” Morales said, walking Z’assy to the door with the barrel of his phaser rifle.

“You will not harm the Z’arkbelst!” Z’assy cried.

“You’ll have him back soon enough,” Hodges said, her eyes boring into her brother.

“If he doesn’t move, you can shoot him,” Beck said, stepping up beside Morales. She and Z’assy exchanged a look expressing their mutual hate of each other, then the Andorian spun on his heel and marched off down the corridor.

Morales closed the door of the chamber and sealed it. “If they’re going for weapons, we could be in big trouble.”

“You won’t let that happen, will you, brother dear?” Hodges said.

Joel shook his head eagerly.

“See. He can be reasonable.” She shoved him backwards, sending him sprawling onto the bed. “She’s not going to sleep with you, Joel!”

“I told him that,” Beck said.

“And just because these weirdos hand you everything you want doesn’t mean you can have Lisa as well.”

“I told him that, too.”

“They may worship you, but she doesn’t!”

“I also said that.”

Hodges turned on Beck. “Dammit, Lisa! What did you leave for me?”

“Not much, I’m afraid. How about giving me a ride home?”

“Assuming the Andorians don’t kill us first.”

“That’s not going to happen. Not when the Z’arkbelst is going to walk us out, right Z’arky?” Beck said.

“Can I at least put some clothes on first?” Joel asked.

“Please,” Morales and Hodges replied quickly, then exchanged an even quicker smile.

“Uh huh,” Beck said, eyeing her friend.

“What?” Hodges snapped.

“Nothing. Just uh huh.”

“Uh huh.”

“Exactly,” Beck said.

A couple of minutes later, with Joel in the lead, the group made their way back through the ship’s corridors to the ramp leading outside, followed by Z’assy and about twenty other Andorians all carrying blades of various shapes and sizes. Joel looked at the torrential downpour outside and winced.

“Home sweet home,” Beck said.

“It will be great,” Joel said, putting on a brave face.

“I’ll have to drop by to check on you,” Beck said.

“You will?” Joel asked surprised.

“Sure. And you won’t even have to kidnap me,” Beck said, patting Joel’s arm before heading down the ramp.

Hodges scooped up her dropped EVA suit helmet and walked by him next. “Joel,” she said with a cold nod, then continued on before stopping a few paces away and turning back to him. “I thought of one more thing,” she said, closing the distance between them.

“What’s that?”

BAM!

Hodges’ fist connected with Joel’s jaw, dropping him to the deck as the other Andorians gasped.

“The Z’arkbelst’s sister IS mighty mighty,” a voice in the crowd said in awe.

“Mighty mighty!” the others agreed.

“Does this mean I get worshiped too?” Hodges asked.

“No,” Z’assy said firmly. “You will leave now.”

“With pleasure,” Beck said, grabbing Hodges’ arm. “Bye, Joel.”

“Bye, Lisa,” Joel said, cradling his jaw with one hand while waving with the other.

“Were you just flirting with my brother?” Hodges asked as she, Beck, and Morales stepped out into the monsoon.

“Sorry. Can’t hear you,” Beck shouted back.

“You’re dating Phillip!”

“You’ve got a hickey on your neck.”

“What?” Hodges exclaimed, fumbling at her EVA suit collar for a moment before she realized that Beck had continued on through the rain to the waiting Wayward. “Lisa? Lisa! I wasn’t done with you yet. Get back here!”

Beck smiled and kept walking.



THE END



NOTE: Want to know how all of this Z’arkbelst stuff started? Check out “Trials of Youth” in Star Traks: The Rejects’ Table!




Free For All



There were those who thought of Odubumpa as the hinterlands. Well…actually everyone thought of Odubumpa as the hinterlands because it was. The planet was the world farthest away from Multos in this particular direction, serving as both the outer border of the Multek Enclave and, therefore, the end of occupied space in the universe. Beyond Odubumpa lay the vast barren void of the cold, dead cosmos. Perhaps one day the Multek population would grow to the point that new worlds were needed. At that time, some poor souls would have to venture away from the comfortable embrace of the Enclave and locate new planets for possible colonization.

Frankly it sounded like an awful lot of work to Zemlotz. He was quite content to sit on his front porch watching the hovercars bumping merrily off of each other as they made their way to and from the center of Loodelo, one of three major cities on Odubumpa. Half a century ago, the planet was little more than a colony itself, but now the world had grown to have most of the same pleasures and comforts as Multos, but without the huge population. It was the perfect mix for a man like Zemlotz. He could engage in his trade from here as well (he specialized in designing footie pajamas and was considered to have the softest PJs on the planet). The regular transports to and from Multos were more than sufficient to ship his wares to the Multek homeworld, where they were then distributed to other planets in the Enclave.

On this particular morning, Zemlotz had poured himself a nice glass of bruga juice and stepped out onto his porch to drink it while enjoying the gentle swaying of his automated porch swing, when he realized that the sky was far more overcast than he’d been led to believe from the day’s schedule of programmed weather. It was almost as though a giant shadow was covering the whole region.

He craned his neck out beyond his porch and looked up into the sky. Evidently there was actually a giant shadow covering the whole region, and it was being cast by some gigantic thing hovering over the planet. Had the homeworld developed a new super-transport ship?

Before Zemlotz could go much farther with his thoughts, two figures dressed completely in black materialized on his front lawn. Presumably they’d come from the transport, but Zemlotz couldn’t say that he thought much of the uniforms. And the black helmets covering their entire heads were borderline creepy.

Ignoring Zemlotz completely, the two figures stepped over to the statue of a winged pelogi beast, which were quite popular lawn ornaments in the Enclave, and considered it briefly.

“Five hillicas,” one of them said finally. The other nodded, then pressed a small black device in his right hand against the statue, which affixed a tiny metal tag.

“Hi!” Zemlotz shouted from the porch. “The pajamas for this week’s shipment are in my sewing shed, as usual. And I’ve made a bunch extra of the extra-larges this time. You know. The ones with the pictures of the Frequoq on them.” The two figures stepped up onto the porch and walked over to him.

“How are you folks doing?” Zemlotz asked.

“We’re collecting your planet.”

“Huh?”

“We may be collecting you, too. We’re not sure yet. No one’s told us.”

“I don’t get it.”

Suddenly, Zemlotz’s glass of juice was snatched away from him by one of the figures. “Hey! That’s mine!”

“Not anymore. One half hillica.” The glass was dutifully tagged and placed on the porch railing. “We’ll be going inside now. Is there anything good in there?”

“Just my stuff,” Zemlotz said growing more and more confused. The two figures stopped suddenly, as though listening to something that only they could hear (which was actually exactly what was happening). An instant later, a black helmet materialized on the porch. One of them picked it up, and the pair reapproached Zemlotz.

“Wait. Who are you guys?” the Multek asked.

“We’re from The Collectors.”

“Who are The Collectors?”

“We are. And now, so are you.” Before Zemlotz could get out another “huh?” the empty helmet was snapped over his head, pretty much rendering the question moot.



The giant object producing the shadow over Zemlotz’s home and a fair portion of the surrounding area was properly known as Collector Vault-Ship O-97. In the Command Center, the ship’s Chief Assessor watched the progress as his band of Collectors moved across the planet, efficiently examining everything and either tagging it for later sale or calling for the most interesting items to be beamed up for storage in the Collector’s vaults. For the first time in a while, things were going the way they should.

This was a day long in coming. Under normal circumstances, Vault-Ship O-97 would have reached this world months ago, but there had been that little run-in with the beings from something called “The Federation.” They had boarded the Vault-Ship under the guise of attending an auction, but, instead, they had completely disrupted said auction, inflicted severe damage on the ship, and freed the members of the crew that had been collected from other species. The Chief Assessor had been forced to order his crippled ship to limp back toward home. Along the way, they were met by Vault-Ship O-65. Normally, this meeting would have consisted of little more than a quick exchange of strained pleasantries before each vessel went on its way, but not this time. An assault team from O-97 caught the Chief Assessor of O-65 completely off-guard, seizing control of O-65’s Command Center without so much as a shot fired. Then, after moving all of the remaining valuables and crew on O-97 to O-65, the Chief Assessor of O-97 banished O-65’s Chief Assessor to the empty hulk of O-97 and blasted it to atoms before renaming O-65 to O-97 and returning to their original course.

Possibly this was a slightly extreme course of action, but the Chief Assessor of O-97 had been attacked, violated, and robbed. He would be the one to set things right.

First and foremost, though, he wanted to find out where the blue-haired guys with the white skin they captured a few months earlier were from. Their ship had been rather unique, so it was the Chief Assessor’s solemn duty to collect more from this culture.

Following the captured ship’s course backwards, they had run across this little world, which, conveniently enough, held more of the blue-haired guys. There didn’t seem to be a lot of spacecraft moving around here, though, and certainly nothing that matched the beauty of the vessel currently in the Vault-Ship’s hold. That meant there were probably more planets in the area with the blue-hairs. After they finished collecting here, they’d move on and see.



While the Chief Assessor’s mood could be described as relaxed confidence, Branfle, the Administrator of Odubumpa, was lingering somewhere near mind-blazing panic. But then who could blame him? Not only was he now faced with fairly irrefutable evidence that alien life existed, a thought which had never even crossed his mind until said life had shown up a short time ago, but the alien visitors were now systematically rampaging across the planet. Okay, so it was a fairly orderly rampage, but this tagging or taking of everything they came across was way beyond disconcerting. And reports were coming in that some Multeks were being fitted with helmets that made them start acting like the aliens.

As Planetary Administrator, Branfle knew that it was his duty to stay out of danger, so he had taken up a position under his desk along with a portable comm unit, which he was using to do the only thing he could think of: call for HELP!

After five minutes of waiting for his comm signal to be bounced from Odubumpa to the Multos civilian network to the military network and then to the closest vessel of the Multek fleet, he was put on hold while the ship’s captain was located. On the upside, the hold system had a very entertaining trivia game to keep Branfle occupied while he waited.

At long last, the image of a smiling female Multek filled the tiny screen.

“Yekkle Flakes,” Branfle said.

“I’m sorry?”

“That was the answer to the trivia question. You broke in before I could tell the computer.”

“Oh. Do you want me to put you back on hold?”

Branfle almost said yes, but then remembered there was actually something more pressing than his entertainment happening. “NO! I need help! Are you in charge?”

“I am Captain Supple. What can I do for you?”

“We’re under attack!”

“Attack? Who is it? Pirates? I thought we’d dealt with all of them.”

“No! It’s aliens!”

Supple started laughing. “Is it Xixble’s Fool’s Day?” she asked grinning. Supple turned and shouted off screen. “Did I miss Xixble’s Fool’s Day again?”

“NO!” Branfle shouted. “There is a giant alien ship over our planet. There are alien beings walking our streets and taking our stuff! It’s an alien invasion!”

“Calm down. You mean you’re imagining an alien invasion!”

“I’m not imagining this! This is real! Help us!”

“Sir, maybe you ate some bad food. That can cause hallucinations, you know. Perhaps some spoiled hundi fungi?”

“Would you listen to me?” Branfle screamed. “I am not imagining this! No one else on my planet is imagining this! This is happening! We are…” Branfle trailed off as he realized two black helmeted figures we’re peering into his hiding place. One of them reached in and grabbed the comm unit away.

“Ten hillicas,” the figure said, handing it to the other, who then tagged it.



“Sir?” Captain Supple called at the viewscreen in front of her. The view was changing rapidly as though someone was moving the camera. Finally it came to a stop. “Sir? Where are you sir? Hey, what’s with the black helmet?”

“This item has been collected,” a voice emanating from the black-helmeted being said. “It will be available for purchase when the Collectors complete the acquisition phase and begin the planet-wide liquidation. Our prices can’t be beat.” And with that the comm channel was abruptly closed.

“Hmmm…” Supple said, leaning back in her command chair on the bridge of the Multek Military Marauder Fendril.

“Was that…an alien?” her helm officer asked nervously.

“Couldn’t be,” Supple replied. “But I guess we should go see what’s really going on. Where was that signal from?”

“Odubumpa.”

“Oooooh! Good! I’ve heard they’ve got the best derbis ribs in the Enclave. We’ll check things out, then grab some dinner.”

With visions of succulent meat on their minds, the crew of the Fendril rocketed off toward Odubumpa.



Dinner was canceled a short time later as their vessel was blasted to bits by what surprisingly turned out to actually be an alien ship.



“People of Multos,” Frequoq Wuddle, leader of the Multek Enclave, announced, standing high on a platform above the gathered throng as his voice was carried over loudspeakers across the area. “We are here today to celebrate a grand achievement. Years of hard work and dedication have brought us to this moment when we can once again say without a doubt that there is nothing we cannot do when we put our minds, our hearts, and our bodies to the task. Therefore, it is with great pride that I declare this water slide open!”

Wuddle dove forward through the thin layer of red ribbon, breaking it before he landed on the top of the slide and traveled down and around its many twists, turns, and curves laughing with joy until he splashed down into the pool below. He swam to the edge, where he was met by several reporters and Multek citizens waiting for his review of the slide.

“Wonderful,” he said, dripping water. “That’s a lot of fun!”

A cheer went up through the crowd, which then moved to get in line at Multos’ latest attraction.

“Excellent speech, your Frequoqness,” Faddle, Wuddle’s personal assistant said, handing him a towel. The specially designed cloth dried him from head to toe in an instant.

“Thank you,” Wuddle said. “I’ve figured out that short and to the point is best. The people aren’t here to listen to me. They’re here for the slide. Speaking of, why are you here? Planning to take a dip?”

“If I get a moment. I actually came to speak to you, if I could. We may have a situation developing.”

“What kind of situation?”



“Alien invasion!” Wuddle cried, storming into his office with Faddle close behind.

“I know. It sounds ridiculous. I almost didn’t bother coming to the water park to tell you about it, but after what happened to our ships…”

“What happened to our ships?” Wuddle demanded, sitting down at his desk and activating the Enclave Status Display, which took up the entire right wall of the office.

“Well…from what we can tell, the Fendril received a comm from Odubumpa claiming that they were being attacked by aliens. The Fendril went to check it out, but never reported back to command. So then the Grugitz went to check on the Fendril, but they didn’t report back. So then we sent out…”

“Wait,” Wuddle said. “How many ships are missing now?”

“Eleven.”

“ELEVEN!”

“Admiral Nemotz decided he’d better not send any more until he had a better idea what was happening. I mean, you have to admit that eleven ships in a row going missing is a little weird.”

“Weird? That’s a lot more than weird.”

“But I’m sure there’s an explanation,” Faddle said.

“Of course there is. Aliens.”

“Are you feeling all right, your Frequoqness?” Faddle asked concerned. He’d seen this before. The previous Frequoq had to be sent off to a Recovery Ranch because he started ranting about an alien space station. Maybe the pressures of the job were getting to Wuddle too. Faddle hoped not. It was hard to find anyone willing to take on the responsibility of being Frequoq. When you lived in an idyllic paradise and could spend all day on roller coasters and water slides, why would you want to be head of the government and have to deal with the day-to-day drudgery of keeping the Enclave running smoothly? It had to be too much to bear.

“I’m fine, Faddle,” Wuddle said. “But I need to tell you something, and I want you to listen to me.”

“Of course.”

“We are not the only beings in the universe. There are others. Lots of others. Some of them are friendly. And others…well, one of the other species that isn’t so nice may be attacking us as we speak. Did the comm from Odubumpa say anything else?”

“There was something about the Collectors and planet-wide liquidation.”

If Wuddle’s face wasn’t already incredibly pale white, it would have blanched. “Oh no. No no.”

“But, sir, think about this. There are no other beings in the universe. You know that. All of Multos knows that. You’re just under a lot of stress. Opening a new water slide is a big deal, especially coming so soon after Multeks on Ice. You need time to relax. Maybe you should go back to the water park.”

Wuddle ignored him and walked over to the status display. “Mappy mappy on the wall, show me Odubumpa.”

A small world at the far corner of the Enclave began to blink.

“Now show me the last known positions of our missing ships.”

Nothing happened.

Wuddle sighed. “Mappy mappy on the wall, show me the last known positions of our missing ships.”

Ten blips all appeared right over Odubumpa. The eleventh, though, showed up a short distance away, between Odubumpa and Multos.

“They’re coming,” Wuddle said.

“Are you sure? Maybe we should send another ship to…”

“We’re not sending another ship out by itself!” Wuddle snapped. “You and Nemotz have managed to wipe out more than ten percent of our fleet as it is!”

“That’s awfully harsh.”

“Tell Admiral Nemotz to gather the fleet here,” Wuddle said, pointing at a position along the path between Odubumpa and Multos.

“Gather the fleet?”

“Yes. And hurry. Our fastest ships can’t make it from Multos to Odubumpa in less than a day. I have to believe we have at least that long,” Wuddle said, heading toward the elevator to his private docking bay.

“Where are you going?” Faddle asked, his voice quivering slightly. He didn’t believe in aliens, but this was starting to freak him out a little.

“To get help.”

“Other than the fleet? You mean alien help!”

“Yes.”

“Frequoq?” Faddle said.

“What?”

“Who else knows? I mean, if there are aliens, and you know about them, does anyone else?”

“I know, and so the Elder Wizards.”

“The Elder Wizards!” Faddle gasped. “But if they know, why haven’t we been told?”

“That was their decision,” Wuddle said. “They felt such knowledge, if widely known, would destroy our way of life. Now it may be destroyed anyway.”

“Well, that’s dark,” Faddle pouted.

“Sorry. Hold things together until I return. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“With help?” Faddle said hopefully.

“With help,” Wuddle said, stepping into the elevator.



“This is a big opportunity, Captain,” Federation President Bradley Dillon said, leaning across the desk where Captain Lisa Beck sat, and smiling. “Just think of the exposure.”

“I don’t need to be exposed. Thank you very much,” Beck said, pushing her chair back as Bradley drew closer. This trying to act chummy thing he was doing was a little creepy.

“But this speech is going to be broadcast to the entire Federation. The entire quadrant will see you standing by my side.”

“I’m trying to be polite here, Bradley. The answer is no,” Beck said, standing up from her chair and walking to the other side of her office to get away from the pressing politico. “And, frankly, I don’t appreciate you trying to use me like this.”

“Use you?” Bradley said aghast. “I would never. I just thought that having you with me as I celebrate my first year in office would be a good opportunity for you to impress the admiralty.”

“No. You thought having a Starfleet Captain with you would give your presidency some legitimacy in the eyes of Starfleet and the Federation Council. If you want to do that, fine, but get somebody else. Someone like Jean-Luc Picard would mean a lot more than I would.”

“Hmmm…I did hear that woman from the lost starship was looking for speaking engagements. Maybe she’d take a standing one.”

“Janeway? No. You don’t want to do that. There’s a reason she’s an admiral now. No one wanted to risk putting her in command of another ship. Have you read Voyager’s mission logs? I’d be surprised if anyone in the Delta Quadrant ever spoke to the Federation again after her spin through there.”

“I don’t want her anyway. I don’t want any other captain. I want you. You’re the commanding officer of Waystation. Waystation is where I live and govern from. Therefore, the commander of Waystation should be with me. I could order you, you know.”

“I’ll make faces at the camera.”

“Beck!” Bradley snapped.

The comm interrupted suddenly. “Morales to Beck.”

“Go ahead, Commander,” Beck said, shooting an “nyah nyah” smile at Bradley.

“We’ve got a vessel approaching from Multek space. It looks like Wuddle’s ship. And he’s in a big hurry.”

“Tell Doctor Nelson. I’ll be available if Wuddle wants to speak to me for some reason.”

“Ahem!” Bradley said pointedly.

“And I think the President will be waiting will bells on as well.”

“I’ll let him know. Ops out,” Morales said before closing the channel.

“Now then, Captain,” Bradley said, clasping his hands behind his back.

“Morales to Beck,” the comm barked again.

“Go ahead,” Beck said as Bradley glared.

“Wuddle wants to talk to you all right. He says it’s an emergency.”

Beck exchanged a glance with Bradley. “Inform Nelson, Porter, and Russell, and bring Wuddle to the briefing room as soon as he docks. We’ll be waiting.”

“Acknowledged. Morales out.”

“This is going to have to wait, Bradley,” Beck said, heading for the door.

“Fine. We can continue this after we deal with Wuddle’s little ‘emergency.’”

“Wuddle’s last little ‘emergency’ almost cost me two of my crew. I’m not taking this one lightly.”

“Please, Captain. I’m sure it’s nothing.”



“An invasion!” Beck exclaimed.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Frequoq Wuddle said as he, Beck, Bradley Dillon, Commander Walter Morales, Dr. Amedon Nelson, Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter, and Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell sat around the table in the Ops briefing room. Wuddle was taking care not to look directly at Nelson as he spoke. “We’ve lost contact with Planet Odubumpa and eleven of our ships that were sent to investigate.” Wuddle decided not to mention that they’d been sent to investigate one at a time.

The Frequoq stood up and walked over to a map of the Multek Enclave that was being displayed on the briefing room viewscreen. “The last ship was lost here,” he said, pointing at the map, “which suggests to me that the vessel that was seen at Odubumpa is on the move.”

“Or there’s more than one of them,” Russell said.

“Either way, that heading tracks back to Multos. I’ve ordered the rest of our fleet to gather here,” Wuddle continued, pointing at a set of coordinates about two-thirds of the way from Odubumpa to Multos. “Hopefully we’ll be able to destroy the Collectors’ ship ourselves.”

“Or you could have your very own Wolf-359 on your hands,” Beck said, drawing a confused look from the Multek. “I’ll explain it to you later…when this is all over,” she added.

“We really don’t know what one of the Collectors’ Vault-Ships can do,” Morales said. “Both times we’ve encountered them, we’ve only engaged the small fighters they have with them.”

“Maybe that’s all they have,” Nelson said.

“I wouldn’t bet on it,” Beck said. “If these guys can take over whole planets, they’re doing it with more than a few tiny ships. I’m guessing the big boy has some major firepower as well.”

“So you’ll help us?” Wuddle said.

“We…” Beck began.

“We’ll take it under advisement,” Bradley said quickly.

Wuddle looked at the Federation President in shock. “Our fleet could engage the Collectors in a matter of hours. If they’re not successful, the Collectors will reach Multos not long after that.”

“I understand that,” Bradley said gravely. “And I will keep all of these facts in mind as I consider my thoughts on the matter.”

“How long are these thoughts going to take?” Wuddle demanded. “This could be the end of our civilization!”

“I think the President understands your concerns,” Beck said. “Why don’t we call an end to the meeting and let him start deliberating? Okay? Amedon, could you show Frequoq Wuddle to my office? Or yours if you’d prefer.” Hearing the name “Amedon” spoken, Wuddle turned his full attention to Waystation’s Chief Medical Officer.

“This way,” she said, leading a dazed Wuddle out of the briefing room followed by Morales, Porter, and Russell. Bradley was about to depart as well when Beck stepped into his path.

“Can I talk to you a minute?” she said pointedly.

“Of course,” Bradley replied, taking a step back. “We still had issues to address.”

“You’re damn right we do!” Beck snapped. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Concerning what specifically?”

“The Multeks! Are you seriously going to have us sit by and do nothing while the Collectors roll over them?”

“You yourself said that your last encounter with the Collectors almost cost you two of your crew. Why should I risk getting us into a war that could cost many more lives? This isn’t our fight. Besides, the Multeks may very well be able to handle it themselves.”

“Come on, Bradley! They don’t know how to fight. Their military chases the occasional pirate or smuggler. They don’t have a clue what real combat is like. They’re going to get creamed.”

“I doubt Frequoq Wuddle would appreciate your assessment of their abilities.”

“Are you kidding? He’d probably agree with me!” Beck said. “They need our help.”

“What happens after that? What happens after you antagonize the Collectors?”

“We’ve attacked their ships on two separate occasions. I think we’ve already antagonized them.”

“Then let’s not do it any more!” Bradley said, growing angry. “Because if you hadn’t noticed, we’re the closest Starfleet outpost to their space. If you piss them off any farther, they may very well attack Waystation! I have not gone through the time and effort I’ve spent building what I have here to watch it get blown up for no good reason. I am not going to risk everything by starting a war!”

“This isn’t about you, Bradley!” Beck shouted, causing Bradley to reel back as though slapped. “The Federation is not a business. You can’t manage it. You have to lead. That means doing some things you might not want to do. What did you think being President was about? Glory and prestige? You have a responsibility to trillions of beings living on hundreds of worlds. Every single one of them expects you to be working for them. President isn’t some title you can just parade around in. There are decisions to be made. Hard decisions.

“You don’t want to get into a fight? Well, guess what? None of us do. But sometimes fights are necessary. Unless we make a stand, the Collectors are going to destroy the Multeks and then probably come after us anyway. It’s your job to make sure that doesn’t happen. You have a duty to protect the people of the Federation. And the Federation has a duty to protect species like the Multeks when they can’t protect themselves. It’s what we do. You wanted this job, Bradley, and you got it. You’re the President of the United Federation of Planets. Now start acting like it!”

“Go,” Bradley said, staring blankly at the viewscreen still displaying Multek space.

“I’m not going anywhere until you…”

“Go to Multos,” Bradley said. “Do what you have to do.”

“We’ll need reenforcements.”

“I’ll contact the Admiralty. You’ll get ships.”

“Thank you,” Beck said, heading toward the door. “This is the right decision.”

“Then why do I feel like I’m telling people to go die?” Bradley asked softly.

Beck stopped and turned back to him, her voice quiet. “Because you possibly are. That’s part of the job, too.”

“I didn’t take this position to get people killed.”



“But we could lose more if the Collectors attack us when they finish with the Multeks.”

“I don’t like it either way.”

“Good,” Beck said. “And as long as you remember that these are people’s lives you’re dealing with, you’ll be okay. Just stay focused on what’s important in the end.”



“Amedon?” Wuddle said, once he and Nelson were alone inside Beck’s office. “But you said you weren’t Amedon any longer? You and the crea…symbiont were no longer together.”

“The situation has changed,” Nelson replied.

“Changed?”

“We have rejoined.”

“I thought you wanted to find out who you were without the symbiont.”

“I did, but in the end, we needed each other. It’s better this way,” Nelson said.

“So…it went smoothly? There were no problems rejoining after whatever the Collectors did to remove the symbiont in the first place?” Wuddle asked concerned.

“We’re fine,” Nelson said with a soft smile. “I’m fine.”

“I’m glad.”

“I tried to comm you about it, actually. But you don’t seem to be checking your messages.”

“I didn’t expect to hear from you,” Wuddle said. “The way we left things…”

“I know. I wanted to tell you, though. Even if it doesn’t matter in the end. For what’s it’s worth, I’m sorry I never told you about the way I am. I never gave you a chance to deal with it.”

“I’ve had plenty of time now,” Wuddle said.

“And?”

“I was in love with Amedon Nelson, and I think she was in love with me,” he said, stepping close to Nelson and running his hand along her face. “I’ve already adjusted to pink skin and brown hair. What does a symbiont matter?” he added with a smile.

“This coming from the ghostly blue-haired freak,” Nelson replied, returning the smile.

“When all of this is over, I would like to see you again, if you’ll let me.”

“I think we can arrange that.”

“Wuddle?” Beck’s voice said from the door. Nelson and the Multek Frequoq turned to face Waystation’s commanding officer. “We’re coming to help,” she said.

“Thank you,” Wuddle said, visibly relieved.

“Don’t thank us yet. It’s just going to be your fleet and the Wayward until Starfleet can get some other ships out this way. We’re going to do everything we can, though.”

“I know you will,” Wuddle said. He gave Nelson one last, loving look, then headed for the door. “I need to get back to Multos. Contact me when you’ve arrived. I’ll send you the comm frequency.”

Beck nodded as she let Wuddle race off toward the Ops turbolift.

“Subtle,” Nelson said, walking past Beck to escort Wuddle back to his ship.

“What?” Beck said innocently.

“Calling me Amedon in front of him.”

“I thought it might break the ice.”

“Thanks,” Nelson said genuinely.

“Any time,” Beck said. After watching Nelson and Wuddle step into the turbolift, she walked out into the main part of Ops where Morales, Porter, and Russell were waiting.

“So we’re going?” Morales asked.

“Yes we are,” Beck said.

“Bradley didn’t look very happy about it when he got into the turbolift a little bit ago,” Russell said.

“He’s not enjoying his line of work at the moment,” Beck said. “We need to get the Wayward prepped and ready to go.”

“Already in progress,” Porter said.

“Anticipating me now, huh?”

“We saw Bradley’s face,” Porter replied.

“You and Russell are with me. Morales, you’ve got Ops.”

“Captain?” Morales said surprised.

“I need to be there, Walter, and I can’t send us both. Besides, if we get into a situation where your piloting skills would be the only thing keeping us alive, the situation will be too far gone for it to matter.”

“Well, that’s certainly cheerful,” Porter muttered.

“Get whatever you think you’ll need,” Beck said. “We’ll meet on the Wayward in fifteen minutes.”

Russell and Porter nodded, then headed into the turbolift as Beck walked back to her office to deal with a bit of personal business that needed to be addressed before she ran off.



It took Phillip Harper several moments to answer the comm as Captain Beck sat at her desk watching the hold screen on her desktop monitor. At long last, Phillip’s face appeared, the environs of his office in the AWN studios visible behind him.

“Lisa!” he said surprised. “I thought we weren’t seeing each other until tonight.”

“Change of plans. I’ve got a mission.”

“Oh. Okay. We’ll reschedule for when you get back.”

“All right.”

“I need to go. I’m in the middle of something here.”

“No problem. I understand,” Beck said. “Have fun.”

“You too,” Phillip said distractedly, glancing at something off screen.

“Yeah. Bye,” Beck said simply before tapping the comm console, closing the channel. For a brief moment, Beck wondered if she should have said something more. Shrugging the thought off, she stood up from her chair and strode out of her office toward the turbolift.



Lieutenant Commander Porter also had a similar bit of personal business to attend to before heading off to Multek Space. He was more or less inclined to ignore it, though. Sure he’d catch hell from Joan Redding from running off without an explanation, but better that than…

“Craig!”

Uh oh.

Porter turned to see Joan Redding storming down the corridor toward him. A few more meters and he would have made it to the docking bay. So much for a clean getaway.

“Joan,” he said warmly. “What are you doing down here?”

“I was about to ask you the same thing. I asked the computer where you were, and instead of being in Ops, you were down here heading toward the docking bay. You’re not leaving, are you?”

“Um…well…you see we have a mission we have to deal with, so yeah, I’m leaving with the captain for a little bit.”

“How little is a little bit?” Joan asked, her face darkening.

“I don’t know.”

“We’re supposed to have dinner tonight.”

“We may need to reschedule.”

“Craig!”

“I’m sorry, Joan, but I have to go.”

“Do you? Couldn’t you have just said ‘no’?”

Porter laughed, sending Joan’s eyes blazing. “I’m in Starfleet!” he said quickly. “I don’t get to say ‘no’ when I don’t want to go on a mission. I have responsibilities.”

“What about your responsibility to me?” Joan demanded.

“I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you when I get back. I promise. We’ll do something really nice. Maybe we could even go away for a couple of days.”

Joan’s gaze locked onto something down the corridor behind Porter. “Oh great,” she said annoyed.

“Time to go, pal,” Lieutenant Commander Russell said, walking up to the pair. “Sorry I have to steal him away, Joan, but we’ll get him back real soon.”

“Uh huh,” Joan said. She shot a long, piercing glare at Porter, then spun on her heel and charged away.

Porter watched her go, then realized that Russell was looking at him with an expression somewhere between pity and amusement.

“Don’t say it,” Porter warned.

“Don’t say what?” Russell asked innocently.

“Anything,” Porter replied, moving off toward the docking bay door. “Just don’t say anything.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 55813.7. The Wayward is traveling to Multos at maximum warp, but I wonder how much help we’re going to actually be. I’ve seen the size of the Collectors’ Vault-Ships, and we might as well be going after Tarkalian razorbeast with one of those little plastic swords you get in mixed drinks down at Earthly Eats. If we can marshal the Multeks’ forces, though, we might be able to organize some kind of offensive strategy to hold the Collectors off until we get backup from Starfleet. In the meantime, we’re going to have to do the best we can with the options we have available to us.”



“So what do we know?” Beck asked as she, Porter, and Russell sat in the Wayward’s cockpit looking at a schematic of a Collector Vault-Ship.

“Not much, unfortunately,” Porter said. “We weren’t exactly able to do a lot of reconnaissance during either of our run-ins with these guys. We know more about their interior decorating choices than about their weapon systems.”

“I’m betting they’re heavily armed, though,” Russell said.

“Probably a safe bet,” Beck said. “You don’t waltz in and liquidate the assets of entire planets without some serious firepower backing you up.”

“So far, their biggest weakness seems to be that they use members of other species as a large part of their crews,” Porter said. “That fact alone brings up some interesting questions about their society.”

“Questions we can ask another time,” Beck said. “What about disabling those mind-control helmets? The EM pulses we used the last time were effective but too uncontrolled to use in a close-quarters combat situation.”

“I’ve been working on that,” Porter replied. “I’ve been able to modify the Wayward’s phaser banks to fire directed pulses, but I haven’t had a chance to give the system much of a field test yet.”

“You modified the phasers?” Russell exclaimed in alarm. “What if we actually have to shoot someone with real weapons?”

“Don’t worry. You can switch back and forth in no time. I even gave you a new button to make the switch.”

“Oooh. New button.”

“There. Russell’s happy,” Beck said grinning.

“I hate to ask this, Captain, but do we actually have a plan?” Porter said.

“Not so much. A lot is going to depend on what happens when the Vault-Ship runs into the Multek fleet.”

“The Multeks could take them out,” Russell said. “Multek weapons did a number on us the first time we ran into them.”

“Yes, but we figured out how to compensate really quickly. And Collector shields may work differently. They may not have to compensate at all,” Porter said.

“Way to think positive, Craig.”

“We aren’t going to know what we’re getting into until we get there,” Beck said. “It sucks, but that’s just the way it is.”

“It’s fun to be the good guys,” Porter muttered.

“So what do we do until then?” Russell asked.

“Root for the Multeks,” Beck said grimly.



“Is this some kind of training exercise?”

“I had a mud bath scheduled!”

“Uggh! They were supposed to put an air freshener on this bridge.”

“Can we go home now?”

Fleet Commander Gurple fought the urge to shut off his comm system as he listened to the crews of the sixty plus Multek vessels gathered at the rendezvous coordinates gripe about having to be there. In a way he couldn’t blame them. Gathering the whole fleet out here in the middle of nowhere seemed absolutely ludicrous. The orders said something about stopping an alien invasion, but that was just silly. This was starting to sound a lot like that drill a couple of years earlier when the fleet was sent to blow up an imaginary alien space station. Maybe they should all just make some battle noises for a few minutes, then leave. He had a mini-golf tee time to get to on Multos, and this was so not worth missing a shot at finally getting the ball through the windmill.

Before Gurple could order his comm officer to order the fleet to disperse, his tactical officer let out a horrified gasp.

“What is it?” Gurple demanded, spinning his command chair to face the tactical station of his Marauder’s spacious bridge.

“B-b-b-b-big,” the tactical officer stammered. “Too big!”

“What are you blathering about?”

“Coming. Big. So big. Huge even. Big, huge and coming.”

Gurple closed his eyes and shook his head in disgust. “Just put it on the viewscreen.”

The tactical officer complied, his hand shaking as he tapped the controls. The starfield on the viewscreen shifted to the tactical view. At the edge of their sensors and moving closer was an absolutely massive object. It looked like five spheres lined up and pointed right at them.

“Woah. What’s that?” one of the other ship commanders asked over the comm.

“Maybe it’s a mutant comet.”

“It looks like a big bug.”

“Um…I’m confused. Are we supposed to be imagining this or not?”

“Oooooooh! Good question.”

Gurple gathered himself back together. Alien invasion or no, something was coming their way, and by the Frequoq, he was going to blow it up!

“All ships, this is Gurple. Get ready to engage the enemy!”

“Engage that thing? Are you kidding?”

“No. Prepare to attack.”

“I don’t like this drill.”

“THIS IS NOT A DRILL!” Gurple bellowed.

“Fine. Sheesh. We’ll play it your way.”

Much to the relief of Gurple and his blood pressure, the fleet fanned out and took up positions in front of and to the sides of the incoming ship’s course. The intruder would sail right into the trap and be destroyed.

The intruder arrived a few minutes later and slowed to a halt in the field of Multek vessels.

Gurple smiled a feral grin. “All ships…FIRE!”

The Multek fleet opened up with everything it had.

And then the intruder responded…

ZAP! POW! BOOM! REPEAT!

The Multeks swiftly responded to this response…

“YIKES!”

“AUUUGGGGGGHHH!”

“RUN!”

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!”



“Incoming transmission,” Russell said, checking his console. “It’s Wuddle.”

“Put him on,” Beck said, turning toward the small viewscreen mounted to her left. The image of the Multek Frequoq appeared on it an instant later.

“Wuddle, what’s going on?” she asked urgently.

“I’ve heard from the fleet,” he said.

“And? What’s happened?”

“It was hard to make out what they were saying over the screams and the explosions, but I gather it’s not going well. The Collectors’ ship is underway again and coming right toward us.”

“Order what’s left of the fleet to regroup at Multos,” Beck said. “How is your planetary defense network?”

“Our what?”

“Planetary defense? Big guns pointed into space? Armed satellites? Torpedo launchers?”

Wuddle just stared at her blankly.

“You have no way to defend your homeworld,” Beck said in disbelief.

“We didn’t think we needed to,” Wuddle said.

“He’s got a point,” Porter said.

“All right. We’ll be at Multos within the hour, and we’ll join up with your fleet then.”

“Tell them not to shoot us,” Russell said.

“That would be nice,” Beck said.

Wuddle nodded. “They have to work with one alien ship in order to stop another.”

“It’s a wild galaxy, ain’t it?” Porter said.

“Too wild sometimes. But I’ll find some way to explain it to them.”

“And you may want to alert the populace,” Beck said. “If we’re not successful, they’re going to be getting some company.”

“I can’t do that, Captain. My people wouldn’t know what to do with that kind of information.”

“You’d rather that the Collectors just showed up and surprised them?”

“That might actually be better.”

“It’s your planet,” Beck said.

“And if we’re lucky, it might even stay that way,” Porter added.

“I know you’ll do everything you can,” Wuddle said.

“That’s a promise,” Beck replied. “Wayward out.”



Now THAT was a liquidation!

With the full crew of the former Vault-Ship O-65 combined with what remained of his original O-97 crew (namely the beings who were actually Collectors in the first place) at his disposal, the Chief Assessor was able to oversee the complete and total cataloguing of the blue-hairs’ planet in near record time. Of course, it helped that it was rather sparsely populated, but that fact didn’t take away from the Chief Assessor’s feeling of accomplishment.

Now under normal circumstances, the Vault-Ship would have remained in orbit above the planet for some time until proper advertising could be distributed to their usual customer base and a sale or auction held. However, some pieces of information acquired during their visit made the Chief Assessor limit this endeavor to taking the truly unique treasures for eventual return home.

The first piece of information was that the blue hairs actually called themselves Multeks. Not really vital to know, but the Chief Assessor did like the way it rolled off his tongue. Multek. Mulllllllllllltek.

Secondly, and far more important, they found the coordinates of the Multek homeworld, which, judging by the vids the Collectors recovered, was a motherload of all kinds of trinkets, baubles, and gadgets. They could swing back by the measly colony world later. Now it was time to hit the bit score.

Of course, the Multeks had tried to put up some resistance with their measly fleet, but the Vault-Ship made quick work of them. Even now, the few vessels that were still functional were racing ahead of them, probably planning some kind of last stand in defense of their home planet. Quaint, but useless. Unless the Multeks had some really serious firepower hiding somewhere, which, judging by what the Collectors had observed so far, they didn’t, this “battle” would be over shortly.



“If they don’t listen to Wuddle, we may need to get out of here real quickly,” Lieutenant Commander Porter said as he watched the twenty or so blips of what was left of the Multek fleet approaching on the Wayward’s sensors.

“I know,” Beck said, keeping her hands in place above the flight controls while Multos rotated below them. It was a little harder to help people after being blown up, so she had no intention of sticking around if the fleet came in looking for a fight. Hopefully, though, Wuddle would straighten this all out before that became a problem.

“Wuddle’s comming again,” Russell reported from the tactical console behind Porter. “Audio only.”

“Go ahead, Wuddle,” Beck said.

“I wanted you to be on with me when I spoke to the fleet. I’m opening the channel now.”

“Okay.”

“This is Frequoq Wuddle to all Multek Military Marauders. Do not…I repeat DO NOT attack the alien ship currently in position above Multos. They are friends and here to help.”

“More aliens!”

“AUUGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHH!”

“Is this still part of the drill?”

“You call what happened back there a drill?”

“Quiet!” Wuddle cried. “Just listen to me. Admiral Nemotz and I want you to obey the alien commander. She will lead the battle against the invaders’ ship.”

“I think you just got promoted to fleet captain,” Porter whispered to Beck.

“Wait! We’re supposed to listen to this alien so we can fight the other alien. How do we know they’re not working together?”

“How do we know they’re even real at all?”

“Would you stop that?”

“We don’t have time for this!” Beck snapped.

“Um…who was that?”

“Captain Lisa Beck. I’m with the United Federation of Planets. I’m here to help you stop the Collectors before they decimate your entire homeworld.”

“You’re going to help? In that tiny thing? Don’t you have a fleet of your own?”

“I got here first.”

“Well, I hope you’ve got some really big blasters on that little ship because our weapons didn’t do a thing against those Collector guys.”

“And they’ve got blasters everywhere!”

“And they’re entering the system,” Russell said.

“All right! Listen up!” Beck commanded. “I want you to send any sensor readings you were able to get of the Collectors’ ship to me. We’re not going to be able to stop them from entering orbit, but if our past experience with these guys is any indication, once they’re parked, they’ll send out small fighters to sweep up any local vessels. Stay away from the Vault-Ship until the fighters have been dealt with. Teams of two. Watch each others’ backs! Now get out of their way!”

The Multek ships took Beck’s advice and scattered as the Collectors Vault-Ship slid into orbit above Multos.

“You still with us, Wuddle?” Beck asked.

“I’m here.”

“I doubt this will help, but try to hail them.”

“You want me to just ask them to leave?”

“Couldn’t hurt.”

“Easy for you to say,” Wuddle muttered, then closed the channel.

“Anything?” Beck asked Porter, who was looking over the various sensor scans taken by the Multek Military Marauders.

“It’s big, black, and shiny,” Porter replied.

“Is that it?”

“Sorry. Their sensors seemed to have been designed by the Obvious Institute. Of course, they never really had any need to develop anything more penetrating, did they?”

“Not until now.”

“When you think about it, that’s not a bad run,” Russell said. “Think of how long they were able to go without a single aggressive species stopping in. I mean how many times has Earth been threatened?”

“We just need to stop advertising that we’re the heart of the Federation,” Porter said. “Tell people it’s on Pluto or something.”

“Wuddle knew the Multeks would have to acknowledge the rest of the galaxy at some point. I just don’t think this was the way he had in mind,” Beck said.

“I’m detecting multiple transports to the surface,” Porter said suddenly. “At least fifty Collectors…seventy…and more coming.”

“Wuddle’s hailing again,” Russell said.

“Anyone want to bet things didn’t go well?” Beck asked. “Put him on.”

The Multek Frequoq had gone back to a video signal, all the better to show the panic in his eyes. “Captain!”

“They’re on the surface. We know.”

“What should we do?”

“Call out the planetary guard. I know you have one.”

“It’s a small force. And mostly ceremonial. They’ll be slaughtered!”

Beck ran an agitated hand through her hair. “All right. We’ll try to get the Vault-Ship’s attention. At the very least we may be able to prevent them from beaming down any more Collectors. Stand by. Beck out.” She closed the comm channel, then reopened another one to the Multek fleet.

“All ships, prepare to attack the Vault-Ship.”

“What about the fighters? You said there would be fighters!”

“Change in plans,” Beck said. “Go at the Vault-Ship. Quick strikes. Launch everything you have, then get out of there. Send it all. Beam weapons. Torpedoes…”

“Torpedoes?”

“Please tell me you have…” Beck trailed off. “No. Of course you don’t. All right. Make your strikes, then give us some room. Wayward out.”

“What’s a Wayward?”

“Our ship!” Beck snapped, then slammed her fist down on the console to close the channel.

“Still want to save them?” Porter asked.

“Don’t make me think about it too much,” Beck replied. “All right, Sean. You’re on. We’ve got a couple of tri-cobalts, don’t we?”

“A couple as in two,” Russell replied.

“It will have to do. I’m taking us in.”

Beck steered the Wayward from its position close to Multos’ south pole around the planet toward the looming Vault-Ship. Ahead of them, she could see the flashes of the Multek’s beam weapons slashing against the Vault-Ship’s shields as the Multeks made their attack runs.

“Any effect?” she asked.

Porter chuckled. “Ever see a wasp sting a starship?”

“That much, huh? Well, that would explain why they aren’t even bothering to shoot back this time. Let’s see if we can shake them up a bit.” Beck pushed the engines faster, bringing the Vault-Ship into range in seconds. The Wayward streaked over the massive vessel’s aft section moving forward toward the bow as Russell let loose with volleys of phasers and photon and quantum torpedoes, then, just as they reached the front sphere section, he launched the tri-cobalt device. The ensuing blast rattled the Wayward as the ship zipped away from the scene.

Suddenly, they were slammed by more violent jolts.

“That woke them up!” Porter said as Beck put the Wayward into a rolling dive into Multos’ atmosphere to get away from the weapons’ fire buffeting them.

“They must have blasters everywhere,” Russell said in awe as he watched the Vault-Ship’s defense systems blasting from almost every conceivable point on the spheres. “But I can’t get a lock on one of the actual emitters.”

“What about their shields?” Beck demanded, streaking back out into open space beyond the range of the Vault-Ship.

“If we had about a couple dozen more of those tri-cobalts, we’d be getting somewhere.”

“Torpedoes!” Russell shouted suddenly.

“Hang on!” Beck said, putting on a burst of speed that moved the Wayward out of the path of the oncoming torpedoes. The torpedoes, rather rudely, altered their heading accordingly.

“Homing torpedoes!” Russell exclaimed.

“Thanks! We noticed,” Porter said, gripping onto his armrests as Beck bobbed and weaved the Wayward as best she could. “What was that part about not needing Morales’s piloting skills?”

“Not the time, Craig,” Beck grunted as the inertial dampeners struggled to compensate for her last hard turn to starboard. “This isn’t working!”

“I noticed that, too,” Porter said as the torpedoes closed in on them.

“New plan,” Beck said, pounding another control. The Wayward leapt into warp, leaving their automated pursuers far behind. The torpedoes, now lacking a target, went on to the next phase of their programming and blew themselves up.

Meanwhile, the Multek fleet panicked.

“They’re gone!”

“We’re doomed!”

“I hate this drill!”

A moment later, the Wayward streaked into view.

“Oh wait. They’re back.”

“Good. The big mean imaginary guys can pretend to attack their imaginary ship for a while.”

“Would you stop that?”

On the Wayward, Russell watched his scopes closely. “No sign of more torpedoes.”

“Good,” Beck said as the Vault-Ship hovered ahead of them. Whoever was in control of the massive vessel seemed to be completely unconcerned that the Wayward was back in the region.

“Can a ship be described as smug?” Porter asked.

“We’ve got one more tri-cobalt,” Russell offered.

“It won’t help,” Beck said, eyes locked on their adversary. “We need more firepower.”

“Isn’t Starfleet sending the cavalry.”

“A couple more starships isn’t going to do it either,” Beck said grimly. “We need to try something else to draw the Collectors away from here.”

“Any ideas?” Porter asked.

“Unfortunately,” Beck said.



It was them – those infernal interfering Federation beings who had messed up the last auction and crippled his Vault-Ship. The Chief Assessor was the one with the upper hand this time, though. Their ship had hit his with everything they had and done little more than glancing blows. And now all they could do was sit out there and watch helplessly as the Collectors took possession of another world.

He was tempted to send his fighters out to deal with them. The combined forces the O-97 fighters with the O-65 group gave him almost 30 vessels at his command, but with the Multek ships out there, the losses would be too great. The Chief Assessor decided that he was quite content to sit in his impervious vessel overseeing the collection of the Multek’s assets.

Or at least he was content until the Vault-Ship intercepted the comm being broadcast by the Federation ship.

“Attention all Multek vessels. This is Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell, Chief Tactical Officer of the Federation Starship Wayward. The battle here is going badly, so we will be returning to our space station to retrieve our secret weapon: the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation. This unique one-of-a-kind item was hand-built by a team of specially-trained Alcasian monks and is coated in an extra-thick layer of gold-pressed latinum for ultimate durability and shine. As I said, we’re going to get this extremely-rare item, which is in our space station vault along with many other unique treasures of the galaxy. See the coordinates in the attached data file. Hold your ground until we return. Wayward out.”

The Chief Assessor considered the message for a brief moment.

“Retrieve everyone!” he exclaimed. “NOW!”



“Was that all right?” Russell asked after ending the transmission.

“See,” Porter said, smiling at Beck. “I told you we should go with the frustrated actor.”

“I don’t know,” Russell said. “It felt a little over the top.”

“We probably could have done without the ‘duper,’” Beck admitted. “The Alcasian monks were a nice touch, though. Let’s see if it worked.” She started to slowly move the Wayward away from Multos as Porter pored over his sensors.

“They’re beaming their people off of the surface. And I’m reading some energy build-up from the aft section. It could be the engines preparing to come online.”

The three Starfleet officers waited in silence for several more moments as Porter continued to observe.

“They’re moving. Heading this way.”

“Off we go,” Beck said, launching the Wayward ahead at maximum warp.



Commander Walter Morales took one more look at the padd in front of him to make sure he hadn’t missed anything. He felt bad for making Yeoman Tina Jones wait so long for a simple signature, but, as acting station commander, he wanted to make absolutely sure as to what he was signing. Jones didn’t seem to care as she stood across the Ops docking control console from Morales chatting merrily about whatever interesting being she’d met that day. Morales was too busy trying to focus on the requisition requests on the padd to pay much attention to her.

What did grab his attention was the sound of the turbolift doors opening and closing. He glanced over and saw Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges stepping into Ops. Hodges served as the Marines’ go-between with Starfleet, and Morales had almost daily breakfast meetings with her. Add in their almost nightly dinner dates, and the pair was seeing quite a lot of each other, which suited both of them just fine.

“Hey!” Morales said warmly as Hodges strolled over.

“Hi there,” Hodges replied.

“Are Marines allowed in Ops?” Jones said coldly.

“Were they ever not?” Morales asked confused.

“Never mind,” Jones said, snatching the padd back from Morales. “We can deal with his later.”

“No. Hang on. I’ll be right with you,” Morales said before turning his attention back to Hodges. “What brings you up here?”

“I guess I could make up some flimsy excuse, but really I just came to see you.”

“He’s on duty,” Jones said.

“I know. I promise not to take him right here on this console.”

Morales let out something between a cough and a choke, then quickly recovered himself.

“Commander, we’re receiving a comm from the Wayward,” Ensign Laru Hassna, the Bajoran manning the tactical console, reported.

“Thank goodness,” Morales said, more than a little eager to distract himself with Starfleet business. “On screen.”

The slowly rotating image of the starfield outside of Ops vanished, replaced with the face of Captain Beck. “What’s your status, Commander?” she asked.

“Nothing to report, Captain,” Morales said.

“Good,” Beck said. “We don’t need any other complications right now.”

“What happened with the Collectors? Did you stop them?”

“Not exactly. We did manage to get them away from Multos, though.”

“Well that’s good news,” Morales said.

“Ehhhh…not so much,” Beck said. “You need to start an evacuation.”

“Evacuation!” Morales exclaimed.

“Uh huh. We’re coming home, and we’re bringing company.”



TO BE CONTINUED…




Disintegration



The Wayward’s side hatch was already opening before the ship’s landing gear made contact with the deck of the docking bay. Captain Lisa Beck appeared at the open door and leapt down from the craft as Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter finished the landing procedure.

“What’s our status?” Beck asked, rushing over to Commander Walter Morales, who was waiting near the docking bay control room. She didn’t stop, instead continuing out into the corridor at a quick pace as Morales fell into step beside her.

“All available ships have been pressed into service for the evacuation. We’ve got enough space for almost all of the civilians and non-essential Starfleet personnel.”

“What do you mean almost?”

“We need room for about 700 more people.”

“What about the colonies? Can they send any ships?”

“Already en route, but I don’t think they’ll get here in time. The closest is still five hours away.”

“The Collectors’ Vault-Ship is slow, but not that slow. We’ve only got three,” Beck said as she and Morales stepped into a turbolift, which she ordered to Ops. “What about our help from Starfleet?”

“I haven’t heard anything beyond ‘help is on the way.’”

“Nice of them.”

“If they’re lucky, someone will actually still be here to help when they show up,” Morales said.

“We’re just going to have to do the best we can. Have Engineering divert power from all non-essential systems and decks to the shields, weapons, and structural integrity field. Also, I want the Wayward and the runabouts as combat-ready as we can get them. Cram on as many torpedoes as you can.”

“Who’s going to be flying them?” Morales asked.

“I’m going to need my best pilot out there, which would be you,” Beck said.

“The flying around Multos got a little hairy, huh?”

“You could say that.”

“All right. I’ll go. And Ensign Laru is solid behind a conn. For the final pilot, we could really use…”

“Steph. Yeah, I know,” Beck said. “I’ll get her from Colonel Lazlo. I want him to get his marines ready anyway. We may very well have to repel boarders.”

“Boarders?” Morales exclaimed.

“Don’t worry. I’m not letting anyone get collected,” Beck replied as the turbolift stopped at Ops and the doors slid open. “But now we’ve got three hours to get ready for a battle.”

“Oh, there was one more thing,” Morales said, following Beck out of the turbolift.

“CAPTAIN!” a familiar, unwelcome, and very angry voice bellowed from the direction of Beck’s office.

“President Dillon wants to speak with you,” Morales finished.

“Sounds more like he wants to scream at me,” Beck muttered.

“That too.”

“All right. I’ll deal with him. Would you take care of talking to Lazlo?”

“Absolutely.”

“Thanks,” Beck said, heading toward her office where Federation President Bradley Dillon waited for her. “And contact Starfleet! I want to know where the hell our damn support is!” She quickly pasted on a big, fake smile as she approached Bradley. “Good afternoon, Mister President. What a pleasant surprise to see you here.”

“Office,” Bradley sputtered.

“Don’t mind if I do,” Beck said, entering the room with Bradley close behind.

He managed to keep himself contained until the doors closed, separating them from the frantic activity of Ops. “THIS was your great plan!” he screamed once they were alone. “Bring them here?!?”

“I wouldn’t call it a plan so much as the only option that presented itself,” Beck replied calmly.

“I thought the idea was to STOP the Collectors from attacking the Federation, not invite them in!”

“I had to do something, Bradley. The Multeks didn’t have a chance against that ship.”

“Do we?”

“I think I’ve leveled the playing field.”

“Or they’ll be leveling us,” Bradley said, pacing the office.

“Not you,” Beck said. “You’ll be a safe distance away from here.”

“Oh you can count on that. I’ve worked too hard and have too many things going to get wiped out in some stupid last stand.”

“That’s the trouble with ideals, Bradley. Sometimes you have to stand up for them.”

“You sound like a Starfleet recruitment vid.”

Beck shrugged. “I believe in what I do.”

“So do I,” Bradley said. “And I also believe in staying alive, so I can keep doing it. I have plans that don’t involve being collected.”

“Then I guess we’ll see you when this is over.”

“I hope you’re right,” Bradley said, heading for the door. “But you’re responsible for any damages to the Dillon Enterprises complex!”

“Put it on my tab,” Beck replied as Bradley exited.

“Morales to Captain Beck,” the comm barked suddenly. Never a moment’s peace. Not that Beck expected one in the current circumstances. “We’ve got a ship dropping out of warp. It’s Starfleet.”

“Finally,” Beck said, striding out of her office into Ops. “On screen.”

The image of the rotating starfield outside of Ops shifted to show a sleek Prometheus class vessel gliding toward the station.

“The transponder reads as the Aerostar-A,” Morales reported, checking the readouts coming to the docking control console.

“Aerostar-A?” Beck said. “Is there an Aerostar-A?”

“I guess so.”

“Why is there an Aerostar-A?”

“Well, the first one did blow up.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean they had to go make another one. Hail them.”

“They’re responding.” The exterior view of the ship switched to an interior shot of the bridge, where a stocky black-haired man sat reclined in his command chair, steaming mug of coffee in hand.

“All right. We’re here. What’s the emergency?” Captain David Conway of the USS Aerostar-A said.

“You got a ship?” Beck asked.

“Yeah. And?”

“Nothing.”

“No, if you’ve got something to say, go for it, Beck. No wait. Even better. If you don’t want us here, I’ll just turn this baby around and get back to what we were doing!”

“We were hiding from your supposedly sentient ion storm,” Commander Kristen Larkin, Conway’s android first officer, said from the chair beside him.

“Can it, Larkin.”

“Hiding?” Beck said amused.

“I swear that storm changed direction and was coming right at us.”

“Uh huh.”

“Do we have a reason to be here or not?” Conway snapped.

“Yes,” Beck said. “All kidding aside, we’re glad to have some backup. When are the other ships due to arrive?”

“What other ships?” Conway said.

“You’re all Starfleet sent?” Beck asked in disbelief.

“You may not have noticed, Beck, but space is really damn big. Considering the short notice, you’re lucky anyone was in range at all. Try giving us some advanced warning next time.”

“Sorry. We’ll try to plan our emergencies more thoroughly in the future. For now, though, we have work to do. Commander Morales will tell you where to dock. Prepare to receive passengers.”

“Passengers!” Conway exclaimed. “Now hang on a second. Command didn’t say anything about us becoming a cruise ship.”

“They’re evacuees. Get them to the closest colony as fast as you can, and then get back here. We’re going to need you.”

Conway muttered something under his breath, then cut the channel.

“See to it that the Aerostar-A gets loaded up and underway,” Beck said to Morales as she headed toward the turbolift. “If that man gives us any trouble, he’s going to be drinking his coffee through a different hole!”



Working under a deadline wasn’t exactly Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter’s idea of fun, but it sort of came with the territory when you were Chief of Operations for a Starfleet station. He particularly didn’t like deadlines that involved impending death, doom, or destruction, all of which were also par for the course in Starfleet. Unfortunately, he seemed to be spending more and more of his time on the Operations side of his job and not nearly enough on the Chief Science Officer side. One of these days that needed to change.

For now, though, he was hunkered down in the relative peace and quiet of his lab working on some more of his way-too-close-to-the-last-minute preparations for the Collectors’ arrival. He’d already prepared a few things in other parts of the station, and, if the Collectors’ speed remained constant, he had about ninety minutes left until the Vault-Ship arrived. It wasn’t a lot, but maybe it would be enough to get a couple of working models of his invention ready to use in the defense.

The sound of the lab doors opening and closing behind him pulled him away from his work. He looked around to see Joan Redding, and from the look on her face, she was not coming for snuggles.

She quickly launched into a tirade, confirming his suspicions. “Unbelievable! We’re being evacuated! The station is about to be attacked! But do you try to find me? No! You’re in here fiddling with another stupid piece of crap. What are you thinking?”

“Mostly that we’re about to be attacked,” Porter said. “This piece of crap, as you call it, is to help us against the Collectors.”

“What about me?”

“You should be on the AWN ship getting out of here. They haven’t left yet, have they?”

“Not yet, but I’m not going.”

“Not going? Why the hell not?”

“We’re about to be attacked!” Joan said, growing angrier. “That’s called a story!”

“No, that’s called a good way to get killed,” Porter shot back. “You’re getting out of here.”

“I’m staying. You can get me one hell of a view of events.”

“Me? No way. You don’t use me to get a story. And you don’t stay on board when the captain has ordered an evacuation. You’re leaving, and that’s final.”

“I don’t know who you think you are, Mister, but you do not talk to me like that,” Joan snapped.

“Fine!” Porter shouted, storming over to a nearby console.

“Don’t you ignore me.”

“I’m not.”

“Then what…”

Before Joan could finish her sentence, she and Porter vanished in the cascade of a transporter, only to rematerialize moments later outside of the docking bay holding the Associated Worlds Network transport ship.

“Get out of here,” Porter said firmly, pointing into the docking bay.

“If you think you can order me around…”

“I’m Starfleet, you’re a civilian, and this is an emergency. That gives me the right and the power.”

“If you do this, we’re done, Craig. Do you understand me?”

“Loud and clear. Go.”

“So that’s it then?” Joan demanded shocked. “I mean that little to you!”

“I’m not sure what you mean to me. We have a great time together…sometimes. And then there’s the berating me and ordering me around parts, which, I gotta say, I’m not all that crazy about. But this is different. This is my job and your safety. This is about you trying to use me to get a story. Do you have any respect for me at all? Do you even know what that is?” Porter replied, his voice growing louder and louder. “Maybe we need to be done. Actually, forget the maybe part. We’re done, and you’re leaving. Get on the ship before I have to call security and have you put on there bodily.”

“Asshole,” Joan grumbled turning on her heel and storming into the docking bay.

Porter didn’t respond. No sense in lowering himself to name calling. He just watched her go, making sure that she actually got onto the AWN ship, which was preparing to leave, before heading off down the corridor toward the turbolift. He passed Phillip Harper, head of AWN and the significant other of Captain Beck, who was just exiting the lift, attache case in hand. The two men exchanged a silent nod, then continued on their separate courses.

Phillip knew he didn’t have a lot of time. As it was, the AWN ship would be one of the last vessels to depart from the station. Still he couldn’t leave without talking to Lisa Beck. He’d commed her and asked her to meet him down by the docking bay. He knew she was busy preparing to defend Waystation, but she would make the time for him. As promised, she was jogging up from the opposite direction as he made his way to the docking bay doors.

“Hey,” she said, stopping to catch her breath.

“Is it going well?” Phillip asked. It was a dumb question, but all he could come up with under the circumstances.

“As well as can be expected, I guess,” Beck said, pulling out a stock answer.

“I’m sure you’ll pull everyone through,” he said.

“You should get going. I don’t want you to get stuck in the middle of a firefight.”

Phillip nodded but said nothing as he looked into her eyes. “I’m not coming back,” he said finally.

“I know,” Beck said, smiling sadly.

“You do.”

“We’ve been heading this way for months. You’ve had your new business. I’ve been busy with the station. It’s just not happening.”

“You could come with me…to Earth.”

“You know I won’t do that. And you really wouldn’t want me to.”

Phillip ran his hand along Beck’s face, then through her hair. “I’m going to miss you.”

“I’ll miss you, too.”

“I should go.”

“Yeah,” Beck said. Their lips met briefly, out of habit more than anything else, then Phillip turned toward the docking bay door.

“You be careful,” Phillip said, looking back at Beck.

“Count on it.”

“Okay then.” Phillip shot Beck one more smile before walking off toward his ship.

“Beck to Ops,” Beck said, slapping her commbadge as she watched Phillip depart.

“Morales here. Go ahead.”

“How are we doing?”

“The Aerostar-A left a few minutes ago and President Dillon’s ship just requested departure clearance. We’re just waiting for AWN to leave.”

“That should be happening in a minute or two.”

“The decks have been cleared then,” Morales said.

“All right. I’m going to check on a couple of things, and then I’ll be up. Comm me if the situation changes before then.”

“Acknowledged. Morales out.”

By this time the hatch leading into the AWN ship had closed as the pilots performed their final pre-flight checks. Part of Beck wanted to stay and watch the ship take off, but she had other places she needed to be. Pushing thoughts of personal issues aside, she headed to the turbolift, the doors of which opened immediately, revealing Lieutenant Commander Porter staring glassy-eyed at nothing in particular.

“You okay?” she asked getting into the lift.

“Uh huh,” Porter replied numbly.

The turbolift didn’t move. “Were you actually going somewhere?” Beck asked.

“Sure.”

“I was going to take a walk through the mall just to make sure the hatches have been battened. Wanna come along?”

“Sure.”

“Right. Starfleet Square Mall.” As the turbolift started to move, she glanced over at Porter and chuckled. “You look like I feel.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“Tough goodbye with Joan?”

“You could say that. We fought, we broke up, and I kicked her off the station.”

“Is it bad that I wish I’d been there to see it?” Beck asked.

“I bet Sean would have been right there with you,” Porter said.

“At least I won’t be alone alone,” Beck said.

It took Porter a couple of seconds to realize what she was saying.

“You and Phillip broke up.”

Beck nodded. “He’s gone. He’s moving back to Earth.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Yeah well… It’s just the way things went.”

“I guess we can officially reopen the Waystation chapter of the lonely hearts club,” Porter said. “Assuming we live that long.”

“Way to think positive there, Craig,” Beck said as the turbolift slowed to a halt and the doors opened. She and Porter stepped out into the silent mall concourse. The mall was never this quiet, not even in the middle of the night. There were always at least a few places open and a few people milling about.

But now it was completely empty. Devoid of life.

“Now this is a bit on the eerie side,” Beck said.

“More than a bit,” Porter said.

They continued on around the bend of the concourse and soon found themselves facing an imposing wall blocking their path. A closer look revealed that the structure was built almost entirely of long wooden tables that looked suspiciously like they’d come from…

“Ih’mad!” Beck shouted.

“Captain!” the Andorian proprietor of the Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet Restaurant exclaimed, his blue antennaed head popping up from behind the barricade. “How wonderful to see you! Would you care to fight beside us this day? I have a lovely flamethrower just waiting for you.”

“What are you doing here? You were supposed to evacuate!”

“Evacuate? In our moment of peril? Never! How could I leave when my establishment was in danger? I will stay and defend it with my life! We all will!”

“Who’s we?” Beck said.

Five of Ih’mad’s waiters and cooks sprang up beside him followed by the staffs of The Abyss, Waystation’s Nausicaan goth- wear shop; Nandegar’s Secret, purveyors of fine Breen lingerie; and Krilik’s, the Klingon formal wear shop.

“The Collecting dogs will die before they dishonor my shop or the new Spring line,” Krilik said severely. “By the way, Captain, sequins are very in this season. Come by and see me after we have sent our foes screaming to their deaths.”

“XXXAAAXXAAARRXXXARRRTTT!” Supreme Manager Hurrrut of Nandegar’s Secret exclaimed, waving a gloved fist in the air. Beside him Gulbrork, owner of The Abyss, grunted and nodded, flashing his teeth in a feral grin.

“So we’re all set!” Ih’mad said cheerily.

Beck smiled. “Thanks for staying.”

“This is our home, Captain. We will stand beside you to defend it.”

“Well, I’ll be standing in Ops, but I’m sure you guys will keep things under control down here.”

“These Collectors won’t know what hit them.”

“That I’m sure of,” Beck said. “But no putting them in tomorrow’s special.”

“Absolutely not. The Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet uses only the finest ingredients.”

“The lung you ate for lunch was keeping someone alive this morning,” Porter remarked.

“Now there’s a man who appreciates quality,” Ih’mad said approvingly.

“Uh…sure,” Porter said, exchanging a look with Beck.

“Try not make too big of a mess,” Beck said.

“That I cannot promise,” Ih’mad said. “Good luck to you, Captain.”

“Thanks. We’ll let you know when things are about to get ugly.” She and Porter turned and headed off back down the concourse, and Ih’mad once again ducked behind the barricade to a figure huddled clutching a phaser rifle.

“Do you think she saw me?” Yeoman Tina Jones asked nervously.

“No. You are now free to do battle with us against our ball-headed foe,” Ih’mad said. “And I promise that I will kill you myself before I allow you to be collected.”

“I’m so glad,” Jones said forcing a smile. Maybe this disobeying the evacuation order and staying behind to help defend the station idea hadn’t been so great after-all.



Time flies when you’re waiting for your own destruction.

Actually, Captain Beck was fairly confident that the confrontation to come would not end with Waystation being destroyed. The Collectors might pick it clean and slap shiny mind-control helmets on everyone remaining aboard, but they wouldn’t destroy it.

She hoped.

“If the Collectors have not adjusted their speed from the last time you saw them, they could be in sensor range any time now,” Lieutenant Mason reported from the Science/Operations console in Ops.

“Let the fun begin,” Beck muttered, taking up position in the center command area in front of the viewscreen. One of these days she needed to have a chair installed there, so she didn’t have to stand in these situations. Of course, she doubted her nerves would allow her to sit right now. “Waystation to all ships. Report in.”

“Wayward standing by,” Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges’ voice replied over the comm.

“Runabout Cumberland standing by,” Ensign Laru Hassna reported.

“Runabout Roanoke standing by,” Commander Morales finished.

“All right. Remember these guys have massively powerful shields. Don’t even bother with the phasers. Torpedoes and tri-cobalts only. And no loitering. Zip in, fire, then zip out. Stay alert for tracking missiles and fighters. If they launch their fighters, pull back to the station. We’ll try to help thin the pack.”

“What about the Aerostar-A?” Morales asked.

“We’re not sure when they’re going to get back here,” Beck said. “I commed Conway, and all he would say was some crap about them coming into turn two.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Hodges asked.

“Not a clue.”

“Captain!” Mason exclaimed, switching the image on the viewscreen to show the sensor readings. The massive Collector Vault-Ship was just sliding into view.

“Looks like company’s here. Get ready, people. And good luck.”

“We’re not the ones sitting on a stationary target,” Hodges said.

“At least it’s a heavily-shielded, well-armed stationary target,” Beck said. “Waystation out.” She turned to Ensign Mike Waits, who was manning tactical. “Put me on station-wide.” He tapped a control and nodded back to her. “All hands, we have detected the Collectors coming into range. While we are going to try to stop them before they arrive, there is a good chance that we will be boarded. Stay alert and keep your weapons on stun. Most of the beings inside those helmets are not acting of their own accord. But other than that, feel free to kick their asses. Beck out.”



“You heard the lady,” Lieutenant Commander Porter said as Captain Beck’s words faded from the air. “It’s open season on Collector ass.” The Federation Marines and Starfleet Security officers gathered in the Marine’s gym/training center exchanged competitive glances with each other.

“Even Beck knows enough not to try that touchy-feely Starfleet crap on the Collectors,” Colonel Martin Lazlo said as he stood at the head of his troops. The two forces had gathered to divvy up Waystation into sectors, with each group responsible for the defense of different vital areas.

“I’m going to ignore the ‘even’ part of that sentence,” Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell said, glaring at Lazlo.

“We may not have a lot of time for deployment here,” Lazlo said, ignoring Russell. “What did you want to show us, Porter?”

“These,” Porter said, opening up the long case he had sitting on the table in front of him. Inside the case were two rifles.

“New guns?” Lazlo said, eyes widening with greed.

“Yes and no,” Porter said, pulling one of the rifles out of the case. “I’m calling them electromagnetic taggers for now. EMTs.” Porter pulled a clip out of the case and shoved it up into the rifle stock. “The EMTs fire projectiles that, on impact, explode with a small EM burst. If you hit a Collector, the burst should be enough to short out his helmet and free him from the Collectors’ control.”

“Unless he’s a real Collector and not someone they picked up,” Russell said.

“In that case, you’ll probably want someone next to you with a phaser,” Porter said. “I’ve been working on these for a while, but unfortunately the Collectors have stepped up the time table a bit. I only had time to finish these two. And you’ve only got 50 shots each, so be careful.”

Porter handed the EMTs to Lazlo and Russell. Russell turned back to his people. “T’Bang, it’s all yours,” he said, giving the EMT to a stately Vulcan woman. Russell looked over at Lazlo. “Lieutenant T’Bang can hit a moving target at 500 meters,” he said with a smile.

Without looking away from Russell, Lazlo shouted back at his troops. “Copeland!”

“Yes, sir?” Private Copeland said, shoving his way through the other marines to the front of the pack.

“Here. Take this!” Lazlo ordered, shoving the EMT into his hands.

“Awwww! Why do I hafta use the wimpy pop gun?”

“Maybe when you figure out why you’ve been under my command for five years and are still a private, you’ll have a clue.”

“Awwwwwwww.”

“As for the rest of you with REAL weapons, you see a Collector, you shoot him. No hesitation. You know your positions. Let’s move out.” Lazlo and the Marines jogged out of the training center at a rapid clip, leaving the Starfleet contingent alone.

“Look on the bright side, Craig,” Russell said as Porter watched the Colonel and his invention head out the door. “Copeland could always accidentally shoot Lazlo and short out his brain.”



“They’re almost in weapons range and decelerating,” Ensign Waits reported, looking up from his console in Ops.

“Standby on the tri-cobalts. As soon as they’re in range, fire,” Captain Beck ordered.

“That far away?”

“It’s not like they’re going to be able to outmaneuver the warheads,” Beck said. “And I’d like that Vault-Ship softened up as much as possible before they get here.”

“Oh,” Waits said. “Makes sense. Good plan.”

“We’ll know whether or not that’s true fairly soon.”

“Here we go…firing.”

Torpedo tubes on the portions of the upper and lower saucer facing the incoming threat opened up, spitting a steady stream of brilliant white projectiles toward the lumbering spheres of the Collector Vault-Ship. The impacts came in rapid succession as the tri-cobalt devices’ massive explosive yields flared against the Collectors’ shields.



While on the outside, the ship appeared unmoved, inside was a different story. The Chief Assessor picked himself up off of the deck as his subordinates crawled back into their seats in the Vault-Ship’s command center.

“Evasive action! Evasive action!” the Chief Assessor cried.

“We are already evading!” the helm officer replied.



“We are? Doesn’t feel like it to me.”

“We’ll be turned to port in another thirty or forty seconds.”

“And in the meantime they keep blasting us!” the Chief Assessor snapped back. “Activate all weapon systems. Try to blast those things before the reach us. And send out the fighters! I want those weapons ports destroyed!”

“Um…shouldn’t we wait to activate our systems until after the fighters have launched? We wouldn’t want to accidentally shoot…”

“Fine! Just do it!”



“Beck to Morales,” the captain said, as she watched the situation evolve on the tactical readout displayed on the Ops viewscreen.

“Morales here. We’re ready to begin our attack run.”

“Change in plans. We’ve got fighters coming at us.”

“Understood. How many are we looking at?”

Beck looked to Waits.

“Twenty-six,” he said.

“So we’re only outnumbered nine to one,” Morales said.

“Not really. Someone only gets eight,” Beck replied. “I hope whoever it is won’t feel cheated.”

“I think we’ll get over it,” Morales muttered. “We’re on our way. Morales out.”

As the channel closed, Beck turned back to the tactical display, where bright flashes were igniting close to the Vault-Ship.

“They’re starting to blast some of the tri-cobalts before they hit their shields,” Waits reported.

“End the barrage,” Beck said. “We’ll save some ammo for when they get closer.”

“If those things explode too close to the station, we’re going to take a beating as well.”

“I know,” Beck said. “Standby to fire.”



The mass of Collectors’ fighters speeding toward Waystation was caught off-guard as three ships streaked into the area, coming out of warp between the Collectors and the station. Three small ships were hardly a challenge for 26, though, so the fighters continued onward undeterred.

The pilots of Federation vessels were the ones feeling trepidation.

“Any idea how you want to handle this?” Lieutenant Hodges asked over the comm.

“I haven’t got anything beyond fly around and don’t get blown up,” Morales replied.

“Sir, we could try to scatter them before they reach us. That way we won’t get overwhelmed,” Lieutenant Laru said. “A few quantums lobbed their way and detonated around them could work.”

“Better that than all 26 of them ganging up on us,” Morales said. “Arm torpedoes…fire!”

A volley of quantum torpedoes seared out of the launchers of the Wayward, Cumberland, and Roanoke toward the pack of approaching fighters. Seeing the incoming threat, the fighters adjusted course slightly to let the torpedoes sail by harmlessly.

At least the would have sailed by harmlessly if they hadn’t detonated right in their midst. The ensuing explosions smacked the fighters off-course and sent them spiraling out of control until their pilots were able to right them again. Those closest to the blasts limped forward at reduced speeds as plumes of plasma flared from their battered hulls.

“I don’t think that trick’s going to work again,” Morales said as the fighters, which were now far more spread out, closed the distance. “Use the station for cover as much as you can.”

The three ships veered off in different directions as the fighters split their numbers up to pursue the fleeing Starfleet craft.

Despite the somewhat dire circumstances, Stephanie Hodges couldn’t help but enjoy the feel of the Wayward responding to her commands. She’d spent way too much time flying the Mongoose, the Federation Marine’s sluggish transport ship, and in comparison the Wayward felt like a star racer. A well-armed star racer.

As the fighters fell in behind her, she opened up with the Wayward’s rear phaser arrays, sending the ship into a banking roll as she did so. Phaser blasts peppered the fighters, forcing them to break off and regroup as Hodges sailed the Wayward around the connecting tube between Waystation’s lower and upper saucers. The fighters quickly resumed their pursuit and found themselves in a hellish crossfire as the phaser banks mounted on the saucers activated, sending a curtain of blazing power raining down on them.

The fighters again broke off, almost careening into the others of their number that were pursuing the Cumberland with Lieutenant Laru at the controls. The relatively-slow (in comparison to the Wayward) runabout had already taken a bit of a beating from the fighters, but Laru was giving as good as she was getting, sending several well-placed phaser shots into the fighters’ shields.

Laru spotted the Wayward looping around the connecting tube toward her and yanked the runabout upward just before the Wayward arrived. With the runabout out of the way, the fighters found themselves on the wrong end of the Wayward’s weapons systems as the ship tore through their pack.

Commander Morales, meanwhile, had led his pursuers below the lower saucer, where he was now skimming close to the station’s shields as the fighters sent blast after blast slicing toward him. The runabout’s automated targeting systems were struggling to maintain phaser locks as Morales dodged erratically to avoid being overwhelmed by the sheer number of shots heading his way. This was no way to fight a battle. He needed to find a way to take the offensive and quickly before the Vault-Ship arrived.

“Morales to Hodges. How are you doing?” He said.

“Holding up,” Hodges replied. “I don’t know about Laru, though. She’s taking a pounding.”

“I’m about to pop up there. I’ll see if I can give her a hand.”

“All right. I’ll see if I can’t lighten your load a bit.”

Morales reached the edge of the saucer and, rather than doubling back as he had for the last few times, arced around it, holding close to the upper surface of the lower saucer. Seconds later, the fighters made the turn as well and were met by the Wayward as Hodges dove down from around the upper saucer. As Hodges dove, Morales pulled up, firing into the pack chasing the Wayward. Both groups of fighters were forced to scatter, giving Morales and Hodges a moment to rendezvous with the Cumberland, which was now venting plasma out of its port nacelle as its shields flickered ominously. A few more hits, and there’d be nothing left.

“Morales to Laru,” the commander said as he and Hodges opened up on the ships chasing the Cumberland. “Get inside now!”

“I can’t just leave you two against all these ships,” Laru protested.

“You’re going to be leaving one way or another,” Morales replied. “The other way involves you blowing up, which I’m not going to let happen. Get into the docking bay. That’s an order!”

Laru broke the Cumberland to starboard, then sailed up toward the upper saucer. “Laru to Ops. Open Docking Bay Two! I’m coming in!”

“Acknowledged,” Lieutenant Mason’s voice replied.

She could see the doors of Docking Bay Two slowly opening as a number of fighters charged after her damaged runabout. Blasts rocked the aft section as more impacts slammed against the shields, which were now reading at 0.5%. She didn’t even know that was possible.

Seeing that Laru was in real trouble, Morales jerked the Roanoke around, then pushed the engines until he sailed between the fighters and the Cumberland, placing his ship in the path of the fighters’ weapons fire.

Laru took the opportunity Morales had given her and accelerated toward the docking bay, the doors of which had just opened barely wide enough to admit the runabout…she hoped. The craft tore into the docking bay as she threw it into an emergency stop and turned hard to port. The Cumberland skipped across the deck and slammed into the opposite wall of the docking bay, narrowly missing smashing the control room. The impact tossed Laru into the console in front of her. After hearing a distinct crunch in her right arm, she bounced off and hit the floor.

“I think I’m in,” she muttered before falling unconscious.

Outside, Morales fired wildly with every phaser bank on the Roanoke to force the fighters away until the docking bay doors could close again, taking several hits in the process. Finally, with the doors sealed, he was able to send the runabout into another dive, weaving around the station and breaking for the lower saucer.

He couldn’t help but look at the form looming on his tactical readout.

The Vault-Ship was almost there.



The Vault-Ship hadn’t started shooting at the station yet. That was a good thing. Captain Beck was fairly sure that state of affairs was not going to remain intact as soon as she gave her next order.

“Let them have it,” she said to Ensign Waits without looking away from the viewscreen.

Waits sent a quick warning to the Wayward and the Cumberland to get out of the way, then let loose with every phaser bank and torpedo launcher aimed the Collectors’ direction.

“Thrusters, Mason,” Beck said as the first barrage pummeled the Vault-Ship. “Get us spinning. A SLOW spin,” she clarified quickly.

“Yes, ma’am.” Mason activated the thruster assemblies that hadn’t been used since the station had been put back in position after the Next Federation incident a few years earlier. Gradually, Waystation began to rotate, making the movement of the already- rotating-Ops module seem even faster.

“Lock down Ops!” Beck said as she resisted the urge to watch the dizzying speed at which the stars were passing by the viewports ringing the upper part of Ops. Mason deactivated Ops’ rotation, so its speed soon matched the rest of the station.

Beck let out a relieved breath. This was so not the time to get motion sick.

“Don’t let up,” she said to Waits. “Things are going to get bumpy, but DO NOT LET UP!”



The energy level of the shields was dropping a bit more rapidly than the Chief Assessor was comfortable with. Deep in the back of his mind was the nagging suspicion that this whole venture may have been a bad idea. Collector policy was generally to only liquidate cultures with inferior military capabilities. If two vault- ships could be persuaded to work together, they could handle more aggressive species, but the Chief Assessor was alone in this. And he wasn’t even facing a planet. This was just some annoying Federation outpost, and it was knocking them around but good. On the bright side, his fighters had already forced one of the three pitiful defenders of the station to flee, and they would soon overwhelm the remaining two.

The station itself was another matter. It was well-armed, heavily shielded, and seemingly not at all impressed by the vault- ship. The Chief Assessor would remember this lesson in the future before he blithely slid into range of an adversary without ascertaining its willingness and ability to fight back.

If the Federations wanted a fight, though, they’d have it. Sure they’d gotten in the first few hits, but the battle was nowhere near decided.

“Bring us alongside,” the Chief Assessor ordered his helm officer. “Arm all weapons batteries and open fire.”



Captain Beck gripped the docking control console as Waystation bucked under the blows of the answering volley from the Vault-Ships beam weapons and torpedoes. “Status?” she shouted.

“Shields at 98%,” Waits replied.

“This could take a while,” Beck muttered.



As the Vault-Ship and Waystation began firing on each other in earnest, Morales and Hodges were forced to keep to the opposite side of the station away from the fray. Of course, they were dealing with plenty of fray of their own.

Morales caught himself with his hands before his head could slam into the console in front of him from the force of another jolt. Smoke was already pouring out of a ruptured conduit at the rear of the cockpit, and he could feel that the runabout’s responses to his commands were becoming more sluggish.

All this and there were still eighteen fighters out there waiting to do him in the rest of the way. At least Hodges was holding her own. That was why he’d given her the Wayward in the first place. She was a great pilot, but he wasn’t about to leave her in a runabout while he took the best shielded and best armed ship Waystation had.

Another hit sliced into his port nacelle, shutting it down entirely. He wasn’t planning to go to warp anytime soon anyway, but the hit didn’t say much for the strength of his remaining shields.

“Hodges to Morales. You’d better get inside,” the comm system said.

“I’m a little busy right now,” he replied, throwing the Roanoke into a sudden deceleration and whipping it around to attack the aft sections of three fighters.

“It’s hard to be busy when you’re dead,” Hodges shot back. “I can handle this.”

“Eighteen…” ZAP. “Seventeen fighters by yourself,” Morales said. “I think you’re great, Steph, but no way. I’m going to take out as many as I can before…” He trailed off as something on his scopes caught his attention.

“Before…?” Hodges said. “Walter? Are you okay?”

“Sensor contact coming in at high warp! It’s the Aerostar!”



Captain David Conway surveyed the scene playing out on the Aerostar-A’s viewscreen. Actually, he couldn’t tell much at this distance other than that a heck of a lot of blasting was going on out there.

“What do you think, Larkin?” he asked.

“Waystation and the Collectors’ vessel appear to be in a pitched battle.”

“So no clear winner yet, huh?”

“No. However, the Collectors’ fighters have the Starfleet vessels present outnumbered nine to one.”

“But what you’re telling me is that it’s not bad enough to declare the whole thing a lost cause and get the hell out of here,” Conway said.

“Such a thought would never have crossed my circuits.”

“Of course it wouldn’t,” Conway muttered. “All right. I guess we’re going to have to do this thing then. Engage multi-vector assault mode.”

The Prometheus class ship smoothly split apart into three sections, all of which sped toward the battle zone.

“Focus on the fighters,” Conway ordered. “I don’t feel like getting swatted by the big boy.”

The Collectors’ fighters scattered as the three new combatants entered the fray. Each of the nacelle sections opened fire, their phaser banks tracking the fighters across their firing arcs and quickly reducing three fighters to so much debris. The saucer section, meanwhile, took up position above the Roanoke, extended shields around the battered runabout, and let loose with heavy cover fire.

“Aerostar to Roanoke,” Conway’s voice said over the runabout’s comm system. “You okay over there?”

“Holding together,” Morales replied. “Thanks for the umbrella.”

“Don’t get too comfy. If those fighters break away from the other ships and head back this way, we’re not sticking around.”

“You won’t need to. I just needed to catch my second wind,” Morales said as he took the opportunity to divert power from the warp core, which he wasn’t using anyway, to the shields and engines. It wouldn’t be enough to get the Roanoke back to 100%, but Morales had a feeling that the puny runabout would be the least of the Collectors’ problems now that some heavy artillery had arrived.

“I’m all set, Aerostar,” he said, zipping out from under the larger vessel right behind a fighter, which he quickly hammered with a volley of phaser fire. “Back to work.”

“That man is far too eager to get killed,” Conway said before ordering the Aerostar-A’s saucer off to engage a small cluster of fighters.



“The new vessel is quite well armed,” the tactical officer as the Chief Assessor watched the melee from the Vault-Ship’s command center. “And that splitting in the three sections thing is just plain neat!”

“Agreed,” the Chief Assessor said with a pensive nod. “We should collect this ship…assuming we don’t have to blow up it.”

“I do not think it will fit in our hold!” the acquisitions officer exclaimed. “I can’t do it, Chief Assessor! You can’t fit a giant karlax into a drenit’s cage! You just can’t!”

“Okay. Okay. I get it,” the Chief Assessor said, putting his hands up.

“Chief Assessor,” the tactical officer said, drawing the Collector’s attention away from the raving acquisitions officer. “I do not believe that our fighters will be able to last against this new vessel. We also do not know when other reinforcements for the Federations may be arriving. To assure the safety of the items stored in our hold, we must either retreat or finish this quickly.”

“No retreat!” the Chief Assessor snapped. “I will have the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation kept aboard this station. I will have it! And whatever other pretty things we find while we’re there. But I will have the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation! Get me the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation! I want the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation! You will get me the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation NOW!”

“Well…maybe we could punch a hole in their shields if we focused…”

“DO IT!”



The constant shuddering of the deck in Ops stopped abruptly as the constant barrage of fire from the Vault-Ship suddenly ended.

“Did we hit something important?” Beck asked.

“I don’t think so,” Waits said confused as he checked his scopes. “The Collectors ship is still…”

BOOOM!

The Ops crew was flung violently backward as the station was rocked by one massive jolt.

“Report!” Beck shouted, picking herself up as Waits and Mason scrambled back to their stations.

“They fired again!” Waits said.

“No kidding! What did they hit us with?”

“Same thing they have been. They just did it all at once in one spot: the shield generator outside Deck 34. It’s offline. The surrounding generators are compensating, but we’ve got a small hole in our coverage right at that spot.”

“That’s all they need,” Beck said grimly. “Beck to Porter.”

“Porter here,” Waystation’s Chief of Operations replied.

“Shields have been breached. Guests could be arriving soon.”

“Everything’s ready. And I might be able to get a spare shield generator in position to…”

“Forget it. No one’s going outside in all of this. The Collectors would probably just blast it again anyway, and they’d end up causing more damage to the station in the process. If they want on board, they aren’t going to blow us up. Let them have their hole. Just keep your eyes open for any transporter activity.”

“Transporter activity!” Mason shouted suddenly from the operations/science console.

“How many lifesigns?” Beck said.

“Um…none? It’s some kind of object. I’m reading an energy build-up.”

“Porter!” Beck shouted.

“Forcefields are up!” Porter said.

For several moments, nothing seemed to happen.

“Well?” Beck said finally.

“It exploded,” Waits said.

“I didn’t feel anything.”

“It was some kind of energy surge, Captain,” Porter explained. “Readings are consistent with a stun grenade, only much more powerful. The forcefields were able to contain most of it before they overloaded and shut down.”

“What do you mean most?”

“We had some leakage onto decks 31 through 37,” Porter said.

Beck’s eyes widened. “Isn’t Deck 32 where you put…”

“Uh huh.”

“Beck to Russell. Beck to Russell! Russell!” Beck shouted, growing more alarmed as the station’s security chief didn’t respond.

“More transporter activity,” Mason reported. “Ten new lifesigns…no twenty…thirty…forty…fifty…seventy…one hundred and twenty.”

“Just let me know when they’re done,” Beck snapped. “Porter…”

“Already on my way,” Porter replied. “Porter out.”

“Four hundred thirty new lifesigns and holding,” Mason said. “They’re breaking up into teams and spreading out.”

“Waits, put me on the all-call,” Beck said.

“You’re on.”

“This is Captain Beck to all hands. We have been boarded. You know what to do. Beck out.” She turned back to Waits. “Keep pouring it on them, Ensign. Direct your fire at the aft sphere. If the engines are there, maybe their engineering section is there, too. We might be able to disrupt power to the whole ship.”



Leader One of Team Black One watched the readout on his scanner as he and his team jogged down the corridor of the Federation space station past the unconscious bodies of four of the station’s defenders stunned by the Suppressor beamed into the station ahead of their assault. Somewhere on board was a vault with the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation desired by the Chief Assessor. With maps of the Federation facility unavailable, Leader One would just have to rely on the scanners to locate potentially interesting energy signatures.

ZAP! ZAP! ZAP ZAP!

Or he could fall unconscious along with the rest of his team as several dark blue uniformed beings ambushed them from every direction.

Inconsiderate Federations.



“Fall back!” Colonel Lazlo shouted tearing around the corner as blasts from the combined weapons of Team Black Three and Team Black Six rained past him.

Things had been going so well. His troops had the Collectors pinned down, but then another horde of the black helmeted bastards showed up and tipped the scales.

The Federation Marines took up new positions at the next cross corridor as the Collectors poured around the corner Lazlo had just come from.

“Copeland! You’re up!” Lazlo ordered above the din of phaser blasts.

“Awwww! Come on!”

“COPELAND!”

“Okay! Okay!” The private checked over the weapon given to him by Lieutenant Commander Porter one more time, then leapt into the hallway and pressed the trigger. The first burst jerked him backwards as the small projectile rocketed forward, smacked into the helmet of one of the Collectors and exploded in a tiny surge of power. The affected Collector suddenly dropped to the deck, clutching his head and moaning.

“It worked!” Copeland exclaimed in surprise.

“Then DO IT AGAIN!” Lazlo screamed. Copeland switched the weapon into automatic mode and pulled the trigger again, holding it down as he waved the weapon across the field of approaching Collectors. A few moments later, only two were left standing, and they seemed to be rather confused as to what was happening to the rest of their force.

They didn’t have much time to worry about it, though, as several conventional phaser blasts dropped them to the deck.

“Yes!” Copeland cried excitedly. “I did it! I did it! I…oh.”

“What?” Lazlo demanded.

“I only have three shots left.”

“Guess you’d better make them count.”

“Yeah…WHAT?”

“Get moving, Private.”

“Awwwwwwww!”



Ih’mad’s antennae shot straight up as a feral grin crossed his face.

“They’re coming,” he said, moving to peer over the barricade down the mall concourse.

“XAAXXAAXARRTT!” Supreme Manager Hurrrut said, looking over the opposite wall of the barricade.

“They’re coming from the other direction as well?” Ih’mad said. “I did not really want to have a two-sided V’sitnisst.”

“What’s a V’sitnisst?” Yeoman Jones asked nervously.

“A valiant last stand ending in certain doom,” Ih’mad said. “Two-sided V’sitnissts make it very difficult to know which way to be standing in order to properly face the death blow.”

“You didn’t mention the certain doom and death blows when I decided to stick around.”

“Then consider it a surprise bonus!” Ih’mad said cheerily.

“I don’t think so. Where the hell is that flamethrower?” Jones said. She spotted the long, sleek device and aimed it over the wall where at least twenty Collectors were heading their way.

“GO AWAY!” she screamed, yanking the trigger. An arc of flame blazed forth, catching the Collectors completely by surprise judging by the screaming, frantic scurrying, and shouts about their uniforms not being flame retardant. “Keep flaming!” Jones ordered, shoving the flame thrower into Ih’mad’s arms as she grabbed her phaser rifle and started picking off Collectors.

An odd sense of calm and serenity washed over her as she fired off shot after shot. This was right somehow.

ZAP! THUD!

She almost felt as though the rifle was an extension of her arm.

ZAP! THUD!

And she was…happy.

ZAP! THUD!



Leader One of Team Black Seventeen let out a little sigh as the last part of his team emerged from the turbolift onto Deck 32 of the Federation station. The turbolifts weren’t quite large enough to get all twenty people from his team into, so they’d been forced to go a few at a time. Now they were all together again, though, so they could continue their sweep of the station, not that it mattered. Team Black One had probably already found the vault as well as the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation. They always found the good stuff. Team Black Seventeen, meanwhile, usually got to sift through garbage dumps looking for treasures that foolish beings had thrown away…and that was if the team was lucky!

Leader One was drawn out of his moping by a soft beep from his scanner. He checked the readout, which indicated an unknown energy signature coming from down the corridor. Surely it couldn’t be anything important.

Team Black Seventeen never found anything important.

But if this wasn’t important, why were there four unconscious Federation beings laying in front of a large set of thick double doors? Obviously, they’d been guarding this room before the Suppressor knocked them out. Maybe. Just maybe, the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation was inside.



Lieutenant Commander Porter peered around the corner slowly to make sure that the mass of Collectors in the corridor beyond didn’t spot him. They’d found the place all right. Unfortunately, that massive stun bomb, or whatever it was, had put a slight hitch in the plan.

He tapped his commbadge again. “Porter to Russell,” he whispered.

Still no response.

And the Collectors were about to open the door.

Porter couldn’t take them all on by himself, but maybe he could deal with the Collectors another way. He raced back down the corridor toward one of the Engineering supply lockers for this deck, then, after grabbing a few items, he took a turbolift up two levels to one of Waystation’s public replicator facilities, where he started barking orders at the computer for items he needed.

He knew he didn’t have much time, but, if he could finish this and get it back to Deck 32, there was a chance he could divert the Collectors before Russell and the others were discovered.



Sleep. Sleep was good. No need to move. Just sleep.

Russell’s back twinged, pulling him a little farther out of his slumber. Gradually he realized there were voices in the room.

“Is that it?”

“Looks like a big gun to me.”

“Yes, but is it ‘New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation’ big?”

“I don’t know. It could be.”

Russell snapped fully awake. The Collectors. They were here. But how? And why was he and the rest of his team on the floor? As quietly as possible, he sat up and looked around. Fortunately, he and the other Starfleet security officers were still hidden behind the one-way wall holograms Porter had created in this holodeck. They could see out from their positions around the perimeter of the room, but anyone entering the holodeck would just see blank walls.

Of course, if the Collectors tried to touch those walls, they’d quickly discover they were just illusions. Fortunately, all of their attention was focused on the small mountain of gizmos and shiny doo-dads that Porter had created in the center of the holodeck. Above it all, mounted in its own display case under dazzling spotlights, was the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation. At least that’s what the sign said anyway. If the Collectors tried to take it away, though, they’d be in for a little surprise when the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation vanished from their hands as soon as they walked out of the holodeck.

Russell crawled over to Lieutenant T’Bang, who was laying nearby, and shook the Vulcan gently. She came to and opened her eyes. Russell quickly put his finger to his lips, then pointed out at the Collectors. T’Bang nodded her understanding and took aim with the electromagnetic tagger rifle supplied by Lieutenant Commander Porter as Russell worked his way around the perimeter of the room, waking his other officers, making sure to cover their mouths as he did so, since he was certain that some of them would be nowhere near as quiet as T’Bang had been.

He returned to the Vulcan a few moments later and nodded.



So this was the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation. Leader One of Team Black Seventeen smiled inside his helmet. Sure it was a little small, but it was so nice and shiny. The Chief Assessor would be so pleased.

All they had to do was get it back to the Vault-Ship and…

POW!

Leader One jerked backwards as something slammed into his chest. What was…

BLAM!

…that.

Leader One looked down at his chest where whatever had hit him had just incinerated. Was that supposed to be a weapon of some kind? If so, it…

ZAP!

Okay. That was a weapon. Of course, Leader One couldn’t do much about it, since he’d just been stunned into oblivion.



“Must have been a real Collector,” Russell muttered.

“A logical conclusion,” T’Bang said as the Collectors frantically looked around for the source of the blasts. “Shall we continue?”

“Please,” Russell replied, aiming his phaser. “FIRE!” he shouted.

The remaining members of Team Black Seventeen quickly found themselves caught in a blazing crossfire as it appeared that the very walls of the room were attacking them. They didn’t have long to worry about it, though, as they were stunned or de-collected in short order.

“Russell to Ops,” Russell said once the last Collector had been taken care of. “The trap has been sprung.”

“That’s good to hear,” Beck’s voice replied. “I was worried that we’d lost you.”

“We just took a little nap. We’re rested and refreshed now.”

“We’ll beam the Collectors into the holding area with all of the others. Reset the trap. Oh did Porter get to you?”

“Craig? No. Haven’t seen him.”

“Hopefully he’s keeping his head down. We’ve still got a lot of Collectors running around this place, and more beaming over all the time.”

“Do you want me to go look for him?”

“No. Stay there and work the trap. The energy readings coming from there are bound to draw more of the Collectors that way. I’m sure Porter’s okay. Ops out.”



Porter was at that moment still ensconced in the replicator facility and okay…for now.



Captain Beck gripped the sides of the Docking Control console for support as another series of blasts rocked the station. On the viewscreen, she could see phaser shots from Waystation raking across the Vault-Ship’s aft sphere in conjunction with the explosions of several torpedoes.

“How are we doing?” she asked.

“They seem to be targeting our torpedo launchers,” Waits said. “Shields are holding for now, but if they hit us with another one of those focused shots…”

“I get the idea,” Beck said.

“Nelson to Ops,” the comm barked suddenly.

“Go ahead, Doctor.”

“Things are starting to get a little crowded down here,” Dr. Nelson replied. “We’ve had to start putting Collectors in Cargo Bay Four as well. The jamming fields seem to be holding, though. We haven’t had any problems with the ship beaming them away.”

“How are the ones you’ve freed holding up?”

“Okay, I guess. They’re confused at first, then scared, then relieved, then after that they mostly want to eat and use the bathroom. I had to take some time away to deal with Ensign Laru. She got pretty banged up in that landing, but otherwise I’ve just been removing helmet after helmet.”

“Everyone you do is one less Collector we have to deal with. Keep it up.”

“Will do, but if you can divert a few more security officers down here, I’d appreciate it. It’s only a matter of time before the ones I’ve freed decide to go after the real Collectors we’re holding.”

“I’ll see what I can do, but we’ve still got quite a few Collectors roaming the corridors,” Beck replied as another hit jolted Ops. “Beck out.”



This was really relaxing in a way. Just let your other troubles float away as you focus your mind and…

ZAP!

Another Collector dropped to the deck in front of the barricade as Yeoman Jones hummed softly to herself.

Her serenity was interrupted abruptly as Ih’mad slapped his hand onto her shoulder.

“You must make way for Fh’lay,” Ih’mad said.

“Huh?” Jones asked confused.

“My chef. He wishes to have a chance to face the vile foe.”

Jones watched as a bulky Andorian took up a position beside Ih’mad. “Um…where’s his gun?”

“He doesn’t need one. He’s a whiz with a spatula.”

“A spatula?”

Fh’lay smiled and whipped out a fist full of the utensils.

“What’s he going to do with…OH! AHHH! EWWWW! No! That’s just wrong!”



Leader One of Team Black Eight stepped cautiously out of the turbolift into the elegantly decorated corridors in front of him, his team close behind.

“Thank you for visiting Dillon Enterprises,” an automated female voice said crisply, her voice booming through speakers they could not find. “All of our offices are closed. Please come back during normal business hours.”

“Spread out,” Leader One said to his team.

“I said, please come back during normal business hours.”

“It is a very insistent computer,” Leader Two remarked.

“Yes. The vault could be here. Look around at this…did you just hear a click? A lot of clicks, actually?”

“You mean like the clicks of hundreds of secret panels opening so that hidden weapons systems can slide into position to shoot as us? No. That’s just silly.”



ZAPZAPZAPZAPZAPZAPZAPZAPZAPZAPZAPZAPZAPZAPZ AP!

“Or not.”

THUD.



“Why are they all shooting at us?” Captain Conway shouted, fighting to stay in his seat as the auxiliary science console behind him exploded in a shower of sparks.

“We are the biggest vessel here and, therefore, the easiest to hit,” Commander Larkin replied, maintaining her position in her chair with no effort at all.

“Goody for us. Tell the Cumberland and the Wayward that they’d better start blowing up more of these damn fighters, or we’re taking our three ship pieces and going home!”



With his new creation cradled in his arms, Lieutenant Commander Porter charged out of the replicator facility…

…and smacked into the chest of a Collector. And the Collector wasn’t alone. He had at least ten others behind him.

“Woah. Sorry about that,” Porter said, taking a step back. “I need to start watching where I’m going.”

“What do you have?” the lead Collector demanded.

“Nothing, as far as I know. My last checkup was clean.”

“What is in your hands?”

“Oh! This! Um…it’s…nothing?”

“Is it the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation?”

“What would give you that idea?”

“The gold plaque on the side which, according to my helmet, reads ‘The New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation’ in your language.”

“Ah. Hard to argue with that logic, isn’t it?”

“You will give it to me.”

“Sure. Okay,” Porter said, handing the cannon over.

“I expected it to be bigger.”

“We’re making new advancements in microelectronics all the time.”

“It is more portable this way,” the Collector admitted.

“Convenient and powerful. What more could you want?” Porter said, taking another step back.

“Hmmm…good. You will now return to our ship with us and teach us about the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation.”

“You know, I’d love to, but I have a pressing appointment,” Porter said, reaching for his commbadge. “See I press this and…Computer, activate Porter Panic Sequence One.”

“Activating,” the computer voice replied as Porter disappeared in a cascade of molecules, waving as he went.

He rematerialized moments later in Ops.

“Are you trying to give me a heart attack?” Captain Beck demanded, holstering her phaser. “I thought you were a Collector!”

“I would have been if I’d stayed where I was any longer,” Porter said, heading over to the Science/Operations console where Mason sat. “I don’t know what happened to Russell and his team. I tried to get to the holodeck, but the Collectors were already there.”

“Russell’s fine. The trap has worked beautifully,” Beck said.

“Ohhhhh.”

“Why are you saying that like it’s a bad thing?”

“I thought they might be in trouble, so I went and built a mock-up of the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation to distract the Collectors with. Some other Collectors stopped me and took it before I could get back to the holodeck, though. They’re probably taking it back to their ship, so I don’t think any others will be falling into the trap.”

“Waits, tell Russell and his team that they can move out and engage any Collectors they find in the corridors. And hang on. Once the Chief Assessor thinks he has what he came for, they may start firing in earnest.”

“On the bright side,” Porter said. “We may be about to get a much better view inside their ship.”

“You rigged the cannon?” Beck asked.

“Of course, I rigged the cannon,” Porter replied smiling.



“Chief Assessor! Leader One of Team Black Fourteen is asking to speak with you,” the acquisitions officer reported. He, the tactical officer, and the Chief Assessor were now the only ones remaining in the command center. Just about everyone else on board other than essential personnel had been sent over to the Federation station to join in the search.

“Put him on the comm,” the Chief Assessor ordered, striding into the middle of the Vault-Ship’s command center. “This is your Chief Assessor speaking. Do you wish to discuss a recent acquisition?”

“Yes, Chief Assessor,” the voice of Leader One of Team Black Fourteen replied. “We have obtained the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation.”

“Are you sure?”

“There’s a sign attached with its name right on it.”

“Wonderful! Adhere a retrieval tag. We’ll bring it in at once!” The Chief Assessor turned back to his acquisitions officer. “Transport it directly here. I want to see my prize!”

A moment later, the gleaming, golden form of the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation materialized in front of him.

“It’s beautiful! Fantastic work, Leader One!” the Chief Assessor exclaimed.

“May we return to the Vault-Ship now?”

“Um…no. I want the Federations collected. All of them.”

“Yes, Chief Assessor. We will…oh. There’s some.”

The Chief Assessor listened as the sounds of combat filled the comm channel. The signal abruptly ended. “What happened?” he asked.

“I believe Team Black Fourteen has been neutralized,” the tactical officer said.

“Well dranft!” the Chief Assessor spat, slapping his hand against his leg. “Tell the other teams that the New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation has been retrieved. They are to shift to collecting.”

“What other teams?”

“What do you mean ‘what other teams’? There are other teams!”

“Remnants, yes, but every team has taken heavy losses.”

“Fine. Have them all meet somewhere and regroup into one giant mega-team!”

“Or a slightly-large one.”

“Whatever!”



Commander Morales watched as the Wayward looped around the saucer section of the Aerostar-A, drawing away three of the six remaining fighters as Hodges steered the ship toward the Cumberland, firing her aft weapons as she went. One of the three fighters caught a torpedo in the port wing and careened off wildly as its power systems flared, then died. Morales gunned the Cumberland’s engines and charged the Wayward, zooming just under the ship and emerging with phasers firing. He passed directly between the two remaining fighters, overloading what little was left of their shields and slicing their hulls open in a matter of seconds.

Ahead of him, he could see the two stardrive sections of the Aerostar-A converging on the saucer. The three ships made short work of the last of the fighters.

“Conway to Morales. Looks like we’re all done here.”

“We need to help the station,” Morales said.

“Against that thing? Are you crazy?” Conway shot back.

“I don’t think so. The Collectors have take a serious pounding from Waystation. We might actually be able to make a dent. Morales to all ships, regroup on the opposite side of the station and prepare for an attack run.”

“What did you have in mind?” Lieutenant Hodges’ voice asked.

“Five spheres. Five ships. Convenient, huh?”

“All right. Let’s take a shot at it.”



“All of our fighters have been eliminated!” the tactical officer reported.

“How could they do that? It was thirty on three!”

“Twenty-six on three, and that was okay until they made it eighteen on five. If that other ship hadn’t shown up…oh no.”

“Oh no what?” the Chief Assessor said, racing over to look at the display on the tactical officer’s console. The five ships had lined up on the other side of the Federation space station and were preparing to come at them. “Transfer all shield power to starboard! All of it!” he cried as the Federation ships streaked forward…

…and went right on by.

“Oh,” the tactical officer said. “Maybe they’re…”

The Chief Assessor realized what their plan was just as the aft launchers of each ship flared to life, sending brilliant white projectiles searing toward the unprotected port side of the Vault-Ship.

“Shields back to port!” he screamed. “Back to port!”

The brutal jolting that followed as explosions hammered against the Vault-Ship threw the Chief Assessor clean across the command center. He just barely managed to catch his beloved New and Improved Extra Super Duper Deluxe Blasting Cannon of Decimation before it could smash against the wall beside him.

“Main power is off-line!” the tactical officer cried after he pulled himself back to his console. “Auxiliary power is failing in Sphere C. Shield generators functional on the starboard side only. All port shield and weapons systems are down. Docking Bays Two and Four have been fused shut, and all of the jars of nergleberry preserves we acquired on Vunge Six have shattered.”

“THAT…IS…IT!” the Chief Assessor bellowed, climbing back to his feet. “When that hole we punched in their shields comes back around, target all weapons on it and fire. Keep firing until you’ve blasted a hole clean out the other side!”

“But our people…”

“I SAID…er…who is that?” The Chief Assessor pointed at the woman who had just appeared via transporter beam in the middle of the command center.

The woman began reply, “I am Commander Kristen Larkin of the Federation Starship Aerostar-A. You will surrender and once or…” The acquisitions officer suddenly jumped Larkin from behind, slamming one of the Collectors’ mind control helmets over her head.

“HA!” the Chief Assessor shouted. “Gotcha!”

Larkin casually removed the helmet and continued. “As I was saying, you will surrender at once, or your ship will be taken by force.”

“But how…” The Chief Assessor pushed past his shock that anyone could resist being collected. “You can’t take over this ship!” he said defiantly. “There are too many of us!”

“There are twelve of you in this particular sphere. My guess is that the numbers in the other spheres are relatively similar.”

“How could you know that? No one can scan inside our hull!”

“True; however, once a scanner fitted with a transmitter is placed inside your ship, such as the one secreted inside that mock cannon you are clutching so tightly, readings become rather easy to obtain. Now then, if you would be so kind as to…”

Larkin was interrupted by the coalescing of several transporter beams in the middle of the command center. Captain Lisa Beck stepped forward, phaser in hand, as Lieutenant Commanders Russell and Porter took aim at the Collectors’ tactical and acquisitions officers.

“You’re already here?” Beck asked disappointed.

“Yes. Captain Conway felt it was best that I beam over first, since my physiology would be resistant to any attempts to ‘collect’ me,” the android replied. She glanced down at the helmet meant for her head. “It appears that he may have been correct in suggesting this course of action.”

“That happens sometimes, I guess.”

“Indeed. As to the matter at hand, I have requested that the Collectors surrender immediately,” Larkin said.

“I wanted to do that!” Beck protested with a grin.

“My apologies. If it is any consolation, he has not given his answer yet. I am sure that he could be persuaded to respond to you.”

“I can deal with that,” Beck said, turning on the Chief Assessor. “So what’s it going to be?”

“You!” the Chief Assessor spat.

“Wrong answer.”

“You! You’re the one who ravaged my ship before!”

“Looks like I’m two for two. Now are you surrendering, or am I going to have to get unpleasant?”

The Chief Assessor glared at Beck for a few moments (At least Beck assumed that’s what he was doing. It was hard to tell with that helmet there), then he lowered his head.

“We…surrender.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 55815.4. It’s over…for the moment. After the Collectors’ surrender, we were quickly able to round up the rest of their boarding party and restore peace to Waystation. The Collectors’ Vault-Ship is still hovering outside the station, empty except for the Starfleet engineering crews examining the place. The Collectors themselves are being held in the brig and Cargo Bay Three. We have a lot ahead of us. We need to make a hell of a lot of repairs both inside and outside the station. The Collectors have to be dealt with. We need to help the beings they collected find transport back to their homeworlds. We need to get our own people that we evacuated back to the station. We have to return the items the Collectors took from the Multeks.

“Like I said, it’s a lot. Too much for me to even get my mind around right now.

“For the moment, the station is quiet. Everyone is too tired to celebrate and far too tired to dive into the tasks ahead of us. We’ll start on them soon enough.

“And then there’s the question nagging at me. What if more Collectors come? We can’t just sit here and wait for them to come at us again. Something has to be done…later.”

“Right now, I need a nap.”




Collect Call



Captain Lisa Beck’s body slammed onto the deck, abruptly ending her restful slumber. For a moment, she thought that the station must be under attack again, but there were no red alert klaxons blaring, no frantic calls for her to get to Ops.

Instead, all she could hear was a rather persistent buzzing.

She glanced over at her bed, which for all intents and purposes seemed to be in the throws of a massive seizure.

Damn vibra-alarm.

As exhausted as she felt after dealing with the Collectors, she couldn’t bear the idea of being awakened by some noisy alarm, so she’d set the vibra-alarm function on her bed instead. Normally, the soft buzz at the beginning stage of the vibra-alarm was enough to gently awaken her. If that didn’t work, the vibrations grew more and more intense. In this case, Beck had been vibrated right out of bed by the equivalent of a severe earthquake. Evidently, she’d been tired.

She had a rather strong urge just to lay there on the carpeted floor and go back to sleep, but there were duties to perform and a station to get back in order. Beck slowly got to her feet, stretching bit by bit as she did so, then stumbled into the bathroom for a quick sonic shower.

Twenty minutes later (it would have been ten, but she nodded off while standing in the shower), she exited her quarters and made her way through the debris-strewn corridor to the nearest turbolift. Externally, Waystation appeared to have come through the battle with the Collectors’ vault-ship relatively unscathed other than a lot of scorch marks, but inside was a different story. The continual pounding had overloaded systems all over the station, resulting in various small explosions. Additionally, the constant jarring hadn’t done their structural integrity any favors. As it was, the ceiling in the Ops briefing room had collapsed completely, and there was now a large duranium beam laying in the middle of the room, where it had chopped the table basically in half.

Everything would be straightened out in time, though. Of more immediate concern was the fact that several thousand people would soon be returning to Waystation. Hopefully Yeoman Jones would be on one of the first ships to come back. Beck needed her Liaison Officer to get all of those thousands of people situated smoothly while the rest of the crew dealt with repairs and seeing to the 700 plus Collectors and former Collectors currently housed on the station.

Rather than going straight to Ops, Beck decided to take a walk through Starfleet Square Mall to get a look at how it had fared. A few of the mall merchants had banded together to protect that particular area from the Collectors, but, considering that the merchants in question were Andorians, Nausicaans, and Breen, she had no idea how much of the mall was still standing.

The place looked better than she expected. The Collectors had evidently decided to deal with the resistance before moving on to looting the shops, and, since the resistance proved to be more than a match for them, the looting never took place. Instead, the mall had fallen victim to the same jolts and jars that had battered the rest of the station. Each store had been reduced to little more than a holding pen for piles of merchandise and bits of display racks. A little ways down the first floor of the mall concourse, the Soup on a Stick kiosk had toppled over, and some strange thick green substance was oozing out of it. Beck dodged the goop and made her way around to where, hours earlier, Ih’mad and the others had built their barricade outside of Ih’mad’s restaurant.

Appropriately enough, it looked like a war zone. Scorch marks cris-crossed the walls, and several of the mall’s decorative fake plants had been reduced to melted blobs. A few Collector helmets and an oddly high number of spatulas littered the deck. The barricade itself had been mostly deconstructed, though. Its component heavy wooden tables returned to their rightful place inside the restaurant.

Two of the Nausicaans who worked at The Abyss, the Nausicaan goth shop a short ways down the concourse, growled something at each other, then smacked their foreheads together in some kind of display of toughness before hefting another table and lugging it into Ih’mad’s establishment where Ih’mad was waiting to direct them on the table’s proper position. With that finished, he looked up and spotted Captain Beck standing out in the concourse watching.

“Captain!” he exclaimed, running out of the restaurant. “How does this Day of N’stssu find you?”

“Quite well,” she said, suppressing a yawn. N’stssu was the traditional Andorian name for the day after a great battle. Of course, considering the number of battles of various sizes that occurred on Andor, just about every day was a Day of N’stssu for someone.

“I am sorry that I cannot offer you breakfast, but Fh’lay is seasoning his new utensils this morning.”

Beck glanced over at one of the spatulas strewing the deck. “I shouldn’t ask what happened to the old ones, should I?”

“It would perhaps be better if you didn’t, but it is a wonderful story. Fh’lay is a master. And your Yeoman Jones is not at all weak either. I was very impressed with her during the battle. You should see her with a flamethrower. She’s a vision!”

“Jones?”

“Yes.”

“She was here?”

“Yes.”

“In the fighting.”

“Yes yes yes.”

“Uh huh. Interesting,” Beck said.

“If you see her, please let her know that her next meal is on the house. I wish to show my gratitude.”

“Will do,” Beck said distractedly as she started to walk off. “Glad to see you’re getting things back together.”

“Oh yes. We will reopen in time for dinner. There will be customers, won’t there?”

“Probably.”

“Very good. And will someone be seeing to the concourse?” Ih’mad asked. “I don’t mean to criticize, but it’s rather unsightly out here.”

“A flamethrower will do that,” Beck remarked. “Don’t worry. Someone will get to it…eventually.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Ih’mad said. “It was a pleasure fighting beside you. Not literally beside you, of course, since you were in your Operations center, but I felt your warrior spirit was with mine, entwined against a common foe.”

“Gotcha,” Beck said. “I’ll let you get back to your clean-up, okay?”

“Of course,” Ih’mad said with a slight bow. “Do come by for dinner. I will hold a table of honor for you.”

“I’ll be here if I can,” Beck said with a friendly smile. “I really need to get to Ops now. I’ll talk to you soon.”

“Of course,” Ih’mad said again with another bow. “Good day, Captain.”

“See you later, Ih’mad,” she replied, giving a half-wave as she headed to the turbolift.

She emerged in Ops a short time later and found Commander Walter Morales checking over things at the docking control console while various members of the Engineering crew scurried around seeing to needed repairs.

“Captain,” Morales said by way of greeting.

“Did you even go to sleep?” Beck asked.

“Couldn’t,” Morales replied. “I was a bit wired after the fight. I’m sure I’m going to collapse tonight, but for now I’m really awake. Six or seven cups of raktajino awake.”

“I’m glad someone is,” Beck said with a tired smile. “How are we doing? No…don’t tell me. I’ll get it all at once in the briefing…not that we have a briefing room at the moment.”

“I can try to get it moved up on the repair priority list.”

“No. No need. We’ll find somewhere else. Anything not related to the condition of the station that I should know about?”

“The Aerostar left about an hour ago. Captain Conway said that Starfleet needed them somewhere else.”

“And he didn’t even say goodbye to me?”

“He didn’t seem to think you’d mind.”

“Not particularly,” Beck said, heading toward her office door. She was somewhat afraid to look at what had happened in there. Before the battle, she’d packed away everything breakable, but there were no guarantees that the pounding the station took hadn’t reduced her office furniture to abstract sculptures.

Before taking another step, she made a command decision. She really didn’t want to see her office right now. Besides, there was that one tidbit of information that Ih’mad had given her that she wanted to investigate.

“Commander,” she said, turning back around. “Have you heard from Yeoman Jones?”

“A little while ago. She wanted to know if we could spare a couple of people to help with arriving ships. She’s setting up some kind of temporary intake center down in one of the conference rooms near the docking rings. It sounded like a good idea to me.”

“Actually, it is, but do you know when she got here?”

Morales thought for a moment. “She must have come back on a ship, but I don’t think any ships have…”

“They haven’t,” Beck said. “She never left. Instead, she helped Ih’mad and the others defend the mall.”

“Ohhhh.”

“Yeah. I’m going down to the conference center to say hi. Why don’t you grab us a room there for the briefing and tell everyone to meet there? It’ll be more comfortable than standing around Ops.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Morales said as his attention was pulled back to his console. “Here we go. I’ve got two ships heading our way.”

“Collectors?” Beck demanded, snapping alert.

“No,” Morales said. “Just a couple of transports that were docked here before the evacuation.”

“Okay. Sorry about that. I’m evidently still a little on edge.”

“Understandable.”

“See you in a few minutes,” Beck said, striding into the turbolift. The prospect of another assault by the Collectors wasn’t one that she really wanted to dwell on at the moment, so the sooner she distracted herself with other issues, the better.

A short time later she stepped out of the turbolift and headed down the corridor toward the Deck 26 conference center. Most groups holding conferences on Waystation tended to use the far fancier conference facilities available in Bradley Dillon’s Starfleet Suites Hotel, but the conference center on Deck 26 was available for those who didn’t want to pay Bradley for the privilege of having a meeting.

Yeoman Tina Jones had taken over the largest of the conference rooms and was at this moment doing a last minute check of the row of computers she’d set up on the long conference tables in order to process the beings returning to the station. She was so wrapped up in her work that she didn’t notice Captain Beck enter until Beck was standing right across the table from her.

“Is everything in order?” Beck asked finally.

Jones started, her head shooting upward to see who had just spoken. “Captain!” she exclaimed. “Hi there. I’m sorry. I was trying to…”

“It’s okay,” Beck said. “Are you all set up? Morales detected a couple of transports heading this way.”

“I think so,” Jones said. “Commander Morales was able to find me some help,” she added, gesturing at a small cluster of five officers who were huddled in the corner drinking some of the complimentary coffee.

“Good. Good. This intake center is a good idea. It will help get things back to normal faster.”

“I thought so,” Jones said. “Thanks for coming down!”

“It was on my way. We’re having the morning briefing down here since the Ops conference room is…”

“Destroyed?”

“Kind of. We’ll get it fixed, though.” Not wishing to discuss the damage anymore, she quickly changed the topic. “But I really do like this idea. It shows a lot of initiative. Kind of like ignoring an order for non-essential personnel to evacuate.”

Jones blanched then started rapidly spitting out words. “I know I shouldn’t have done that, but Ih’mad and the others were staying, so I thought I should stay with them. I mean, Waystation is my home, too, and I didn’t want the Collectors to destroy it, so I stayed, and I got a phaser rifle, and I shot a lot of them! It was great! They were running around from the flamethrower, and I was able to just pick them off and…”

“Okay!” Beck said, holding her arms up.

“I’m sorry,” Jones said meekly, quieting down.

“There’s this whole speech about following orders that I should give right now, but I think we both know the words. So I’m just going to skip it. I get that you wanted to stay and fight, but you should have asked me. I let a bunch of civilians stay. Granted they were a bunch of frighteningly well-armed civilians, but the point is that, if I let them stick around, I probably would have said yes to you as well. Just ask next time!”

“There’s going to be a next time?” Jones said.

“I hope not, but you know what I mean.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And this is the second time this year I’ve heard you say something about how much you enjoyed shooting people. When things settle down, I think we need to have a talk about your future.”

“My future?” Jones squeaked fearfully.

“Yes. Like seeing about getting you into Security where you belong.”

“A security officer!” Jones exclaimed. She frowned suddenly. “But I never went to the Academy.”

“And that’s something we’ll need to deal with…later,” Beck said, glancing over her shoulder where the first of the returning Waystation residents were starting to come through the door. “It looks like you’ve got customers. Welcome them home, Yeoman.”

“I will. And thank you, Captain.”

“No problem. Like I said, we’ll talk later. Just promise me you won’t shoot anyone in the meantime.”

“Not unless I’m provoked,” Jones said, giving a smile to the Aldeberan who had just walked up to her station.

The Aldeberan’s eyes widened as he shook his head furiously. “No! No provocation here! None!”

“Good,” Jones said warmly. “Welcome back to Waystation!”

Beck chuckled and headed back out into the conference center corridor. Down the hall a display screen positioned outside one of the smaller conference rooms read, “Waystation Welcomes the Command Crew Briefing.”

The chuckle turned into an audible laugh as she made her way down the hall and walked into the conference room. Inside, Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter was already seated, his head buried in his arms on the table and sound asleep as several padds lay around him. Beck silently slipped into the chair at the head of the table to wait for the others.

A short time later, Commander Morales entered, padd in hand, and exchanged an amused glance with Beck. “May I?” he mouthed. Beck shrugged, drawing an evil grin from Morales as he leaned down next to Porter’s head.

“CORE BREACH! AHHHHHHHHH!” Morales screamed suddenly. Porter jolted and launched himself into the air, letting out a terrified scream of his own before he realized where he was and collapsed back into his seat, breathing heavily.

“Thank you, Captain,” Morales said, taking a seat across the table from Porter. “I owed him that.”

“Lucky me,” Porter panted, trying to calm himself down just as Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell and Dr. Amedon Nelson walked through the door.

“Who’s getting lucky without me?” Russell demanded jovially, sliding into a chair next to Porter. “Not you now that Joan of Bark is heading to Earth.”

“Joan of Bark?” Beck said.

“Did you ever hear her start in on Craig?”

“Can we not do a post-mortem on my personal life?” Porter said. “And Joan will be back from Earth eventually. We just won’t be together.”

“You’re right,” Russell said, slapping Porter on the back. “You are lucky.”

“And since we’ve gotten the important business out of the way, do you think we could take a few minutes to discuss the condition of this station?” Beck said.

“I guess,” Porter said.

“Thank you. Let’s take this one at a time,” Beck said, turning to Morales. “Commander?”

“We’ve had two transports dock within the last ten minutes, and several other vessels have commed us to let us know that they are en route. Yeoman Jones is coordinating all arrivals through the intake center she’s set up down the hall. Some people will be able to move right back into their old quarters, but not everyone. For example, sections 23 and 24 of Deck 72 are currently sealed off due to damage from a conduit rupture. I’ll let Mister Porter go over all of the details, but the important thing is that we should have enough guest quarters available to provide temporary housing for anyone whose quarters are unlivable.”

“All right. Doctor?”

“Most of the injuries sustained during the fighting were fairly minor. The Collectors fortunately were using stun, probably because they intended to come back and collect anyone they could. The only relatively serious injuries were sustained by Lieutenant Laru when she crashed her runabout into that docking bay. I’ve got her patched up, and she should be released from the Infirmary tomorrow. As for the Collectors themselves, I’ve been able to release just under 700 beings from the mind control helmets. We’re using the docking bays as temporary housing for them, but it’d be nice to get them into some other quarters if they’re going to be staying here much longer.”

“Russell?”

“We’ve got almost 80 actual Collectors in custody. The brig is full, and the rest are under guard inside a force field in Cargo Bay Six. Colonel Lazlo and I have been assigning our people in rotating shifts to keep an eye on them, but mostly the Collectors seem to be arguing amongst themselves. There seem to be two major factions, each of which blames the other for their failure to capture the station.”

“Anything from the Chief Assessor?” Beck asked.

“He’s got a cell to himself, as you requested. But all he seems to want to do is pout.”

“Awww. Poor widdle guy,” Beck said. “Us mean old people stopped him from blowing us up. How dare we! But speaking of blowing us up, just how bad off are we?”

“Saved the fun one for last, huh?” Porter said, reaching for his padds.

“I had a feeling,” Beck replied.

“First, the good news. We’re still here. We’ve replaced the shield generator that the Collectors destroyed, but there are several launchers and sections of the phaser arrays that need to be repaired. That’s just the exterior, though. Internally, we got really bashed around as you’ve probably noticed. We’ve got several sections near the hull that are being held together by the structural integrity field. We’re shoring up those sections first. After that, ruptured conduits and the like are our top priority. From there we’ll be moving to collapsed ceilings, fallen supports, damaged turbolift shafts, and such. The cosmetic stuff comes last.”

“I just want it back together. How are our ships?”

“The Cumberland will need some serious repair time, but the Wayward and the Roanoke came through this thing relatively well. Not great, but well enough.”

“Get a team working on the Wayward and the Roanoke now. We need to have them ready to move, just in case. What’s the status of the Vault-Ship?”

“They took a beating as well, but I don’t think there’s any danger of a core breach. I’ve got a couple of my people in their engineering section learning the systems and keeping an eye on things.”

“What about its weapons?”

“They won’t be shooting at us anytime soon, if that’s what you’re worried about…mainly because they don’t have a crew,” Porter replied.

“Are their weapons functional or not?” Beck asked pointedly.

“Some of them are, I know, but we haven’t done a full check of those systems.”

“Do one,” Beck said. “If another one of those Vault-Ships shows up, we’re going to need all the help we can get. I don’t think we can take another pounding like this, and I’m pretty damn sure we don’t have the munitions to fight them off, right Sean?”

“Our torpedo and tri-cobalt supplies are almost tapped out,” Russell said. “I’ve already sent in a requisition to Starfleet Command, but a supply ship isn’t going to get here overnight.”

“Exactly my point. We need to be ready, just in case.”

“I’ll get on it,” Porter said. “You’re going to want shields and propulsion too, I imagine.”

“Whatever we can get,” Beck said. “I’m not going to have gone through all of this just to get rolled over by another Vault- Ship. No way. What else have we got?”

“Station damage reports?” Porter offered.

“Guess we’d better get them over with. Go ahead.”

“All right. First, as some of you may have noticed, the Ops conference room has undergone a radical change of decor…”



“Let’s see,” Yeoman Jones said, looking at her console. “6793 you said? Ah. Oh. It appears that your quarters suffered a slight replicator malfunction and are currently encased in boysenberry jello. Our staff will be seeing to the problem as soon as they can, but it may be a few days. In the meantime, we can give you temporary quarters on Deck 84. Room 43. Let is know if you have any other problems.” Jones smiled sweetly as the Lurian in front of her just stared back blankly. After a few moments, he finally shuffled off to find his new accommodations. At least he hadn’t wanted to discuss the matter further. It’d taken forever just to get him to shut up long enough to let her tell him about his quarters.

Jones closed her eyes, leaned back in her chair, and let out a little sigh. That was the last passenger from the two transports that had recently docked, so she’d hopefully get a little bit of a break before the next round of ships arrived.

Sensing that someone was in front of her, she opened her eyes again and found Bradley Dillon standing there.

“Mister President!” she exclaimed, hopping to her feet. “You’re here!”

“So I noticed,” Bradley replied with a smile as his Special Secret Section flanked him and eyed the Starfleet Officers helping Jones suspiciously. “We were told when we docked that everyone has to come through you.”

“I’m just trying to enforce a bit of order, so we can keep a handle on things as people come back.”

“Very sensible,” Bradley said approvingly.

“Did you have a good trip?”

“It was a trip. I don’t know that it was good or bad. I’m just relieved to see that the station is still in one piece.”

“At least you didn’t have to worry about people trying to assassinate you while you were away.” Jones instantly wished she hadn’t brought that little issue up.

“What do you need from me?” Bradley asked, thankfully ignoring her stupid comment.

“From you? I don’t think anything,” Jones said, checking her console. “Um…actually Engineering wasn’t able to fully check your decks due to your security system.”

“Just a little precaution I installed for use outside of normal business hours,” Bradley said.

“We were, however, able to beam about 20 Collectors out of there. They’d been stunned…a lot.”

“Good,” Bradley said, his smile widening to a grin. “Is there anything else?”

“Well…no. I guess not. If you find any damage in your area, just report it to Engineering. They’ll put it on the repair list.”

“I certainly will,” Bradley said. “Do you happen to know if the captain is available?”

“She’s down the hall in a briefing.”

“Down the hall?”

“The briefing room in Ops is kind of a wreck right now, so they moved down here. I don’t know when they’ll be done, though.”

“I’ll see about poking my head in. Thank you, Tina.”

“You’re welcome, Mister President,” Jones said, but Bradley had already turned and was headed out the door.

He emerged into the corridor just as the doorway to the conference room where the command crew was meeting opened allowing Morales, Porter, Russell, and Nelson out into the hall.

“Congratulations to all of you,” Bradley said, walking past them toward the door. “Job well done.” Before any of them could respond, he was inside the conference room, where Captain Beck sat silently staring at nothing, her chair turned toward the far wall.

“You did it,” he said.

“Sure did,” Beck said, slowly turning around in her chair.

“Funny. I expected you to be a bit happier about it. Perhaps you would even gloat a bit.”

“I won a battle, Bradley. Not the war.”

“So are we at war now? I don’t remember declaring one.”

“I’ll be sure to tell the Collectors that when the next Vault- Ship shows up.”

“Is one coming?”

“Who knows? But one probably will eventually when they realize that their buddies haven’t come home. Maybe it will even be more than one. And then what? Sure we saved the Multeks for now, but we didn’t settle anything. Maybe we just staved off the inevitable.”

“I seem to remember saying something about not getting involved in this in the first…”

“I don’t need a lecture, Bradley.”

“Let me finish,” the president said. “You drew the Collectors here because protecting the Multeks was important to you. Sometimes you have to go after what you feel is important no matter what the potential cost. But if you start something, you have to be prepared to finish it. Are you prepared to settle this thing?”

“I don’t see how I can,” Beck said. “We know so little about the Collectors. How do we…”

“Follow the money,” Bradley said.

“What? What money?”

“It’s mostly stuff in this instance rather than money, but the idea is the same,” Bradley said, taking a seat next to Beck. “You say that we don’t know much about the Collectors, but think about what we do know. It’s in their very name. They collect. Why? For whom? Yes, that Vault-Ship is huge, but these people strip entire planets of their interesting objects before selling the rest. Surely they can’t do that to many places before they need to unload somewhere. Find that place and then maybe you can learn why they collect and for who. It certainly doesn’t seem that military superiority is their goal. So what is it? And they sell a lot of what they take. Who is getting those profits? And what are they doing with them? Business and diplomacy have a bit in common, Captain. You can’t begin to negotiate in either until you know the other side’s position. Until you understand what the Collectors’ true purposes are, you’ll never be able to settle things with them.”

“Beck to Porter,” Beck said without looking away from Bradley.

“Porter here.”

“I want every bit of information we can get out of the Collectors’ computer system.”

“Anything in particular we should be looking for?”

“Wherever it is they call home.”

“Oookay.”

“And I want the Wayward at 100 percent as soon as possible.”

“Why am I not liking what those two orders taken together imply?”

“Craig.”

“We’ll take care of them. Porter out.”

“Beck to Morales.”

“Go ahead, Captain,” Waystation’s First Officer replied.

“You’d better call another briefing for this afternoon. There’s been a change in plans. I’ll explain more later. Beck out.”

Bradley smiled as he stood up. “I’ll leave you to your work.”

“Thanks, Bradley. I mean that.”

“Anytime. Sometimes we both need to be reminded to look at the bigger picture. If you continually focus on the little things, you’ll never accomplish your big goal.”

“You say that like a man with a goal.”

“That I am,” Bradley replied, heading out the door. “That I definitely am.”



“Captain’s log. Stardate 55876.2. We are three weeks into our effort to get to the Collectors before they get to us. With the information Lieutenant Commander Porter was able to gather from the Vault-Ship’s computer system, we believe we have a good idea where the Collectors’ home world is located. Part of me thinks we should have brought a fleet for this little trip, but, as Bradley…President Dillon pointed out to me, I’m here to gather information and, with luck, open some kind of diplomatic relations, not declare war. We want to talk.

“We brought the Chief Assessor with us in hopes that he could fill us in about what we would be facing. Not surprisingly, he’s declined. At the very least, though, I’m hoping we can use his presence to get our foot in the door and to stop the Collectors from attacking us.

“Just in case, though, we’ve made sure that the Wayward is back up to 100 percent. Lieutenant Commander Porter completed the last few repairs while in transit. I’ve also brought along the second best pilot Waystation has, Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges of the Federation Marines, who was graciously loaned to us by Colonel Lazlo.”



“Graciously?” Hodges asked from the Wayward’s pilot chair as she glanced over at Beck sitting beside her. “Do you always record those kinds of lies in your logs?”

“As far as command is concerned, we’re one big happy station,” Beck replied. “Saves me a lot of headaches.”

“I could see that,” Hodges said. “Have you heard anything new from the station?”

“Not much. Repairs are wrapping up. Still no sign of other Vault-Ships. That’s about it.”

“Sounds like things are under control.”

“Yep. Your hunka man is doing fine.”

“Lisa!”

“What? Tell me that you haven’t spent the last three weeks pining.”

“I’m not pining.”

“Yes, you are. It’s cute. I haven’t seen you like this in a while. I’m just glad things are going well.”

“Walter’s a very nice guy. And funny. And so creative. And he’s got some of the best stories. I love listening to him talk,” Hodges said. “It’s fun not talking with him, too,” she added with a wicked grin.

“Hmmm…I guess I just never thought of him as much of a talker.”

“He wasn’t at first. I think he needs to feel close to a person first. It’s an intimacy thing.”

“So sleep with him, and he starts babbling.”

“Are we discussing new interrogation techniques?” Porter said, stepping into the cockpit. “I’m all for them so far.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Beck asked grinning as Hodges’ console started beeping.

“We’re getting close to the coordinates Craig extrapolated from the Collectors’ systems,” Hodges said as Porter quickly took a seat at the science console behind Beck.

“G-Type star system. Looks like four gas giants, a couple of barren rocks, and something fairly expansive farther in.”

“Define expansive,” Beck said.

“Hard to tell for sure. From this distance, I’m mainly reading a lot of metal structures and some energy signatures. I’m not seeing any ships buzzing around, though.”

“None?” Hodges said surprised.

“They could be docked,” Beck said. “Take us in slowly, Steph. See if you can use the outer planets for cover as much as possible. Craig, get our guest up here. We may need him.” Porter nodded and jogged out of the cockpit as Hodges steered the Wayward toward an aquamarine orb inside the solar system. Porter returned a short time later, with the handcuffed Chief Assessor in tow.

“Welcome home,” Beck said, gesturing toward the front viewport.

“I will not help you,” the Chief Assessor replied.

“So we’re in the right place then?”

“I will not help you.”

“Have a seat.”

“I will not help you,” the Chief Assessor snapped one more time as he plopped down into the chair behind Hodges.

The Wayward continued onward, skirting across the atmosphere of another gas giant, then zipping close to an asteroid field as it headed deeper into the system.

“Yikes,” Porter said after several minutes of silence in the cockpit.

“What have we got?” Beck asked.

Porter transferred an image to the long, narrow viewscreen running beneath the front viewport. At first, it just looked like a jumble of space junk, but Beck was gradually able to discern the details. Several massive, box-like structures floated around what was probably at one time a planet. Now it was a barren hulk, its once spherical shape now marred by jagged gaping tears and rips thousands of miles across, carving deep valleys into its surface.

Beck’s attention was pulled away from the scarred world as she spotted a Vault-Ship docked at one of the enormous boxes in space, long umbilicals leading from the ship’s cargo areas into the structure.

“That can’t be good,” Hodges muttered, seeing the ship as well.

“They look busy. Keep an eye on them, though, in case we need to run away.”

“At least we’re being honest in our terminology,” Porter said. “Hang on. We’ve got two fighters leaving the Vault-Ship and heading our way,” he said, watching the sensors. “Weapons are hot.”

“And yet they’re hailing us,” Beck said, turning in her chair to face the Chief Assessor. “Make them go away.”

“I will not help you,” the Chief Assessor replied defiantly.

“Yes, you will,” Beck said, activating the camera at his seat so that he was who the fighters saw answering the comm.

The black helmet of one of the Collectors’ pilots appeared on the monitor. “Unidentified and pretty neat looking vessel. We don’t have one of those. Prepare to be…oh. You’ve already collected that ship, huh?”

The Chief Assessor said nothing, instead sitting unmoving in his seat.

“Hello?” the fighter pilot said.

“Um…sorry about that,” Porter said, standing next to the Chief Assessor but just out of camera range. “I am still learning the controls of this ship I collected.”

“Ohhh. Where is your ship, Chief Assessor? Your Vault- Ship, I mean, since you’re obviously in a ship now.”

“It was so neat I decided to bring it back myself,” Porter said.

“I’m sure Grenana will love it,” the pilot said dejectedly before abruptly cutting the comm signal.

“Grenana?” Beck asked.

“I will not help you,” the Chief Assessor said.

“You already did,” Porter said.

“Did not.”

“Did so.”

“Nunh unh.”

“Uh hunh.”

“I didn’t do anything!” the Chief Assessor insisted.

“You sat there and posed for the camera, which was evidently enough since those fighters are going back to their Vault- Ship. Thanks a bunch!” Porter said, patting the Chief Assessor on the shoulder on his way back to his seat.

“That’s not fair!”

“I bet you guys hear that a lot,” Beck said. “Like every time you show up to ‘liquidate’ some poor species’ planet.”

“We are the Collectors. We collect.”

“For whom? This Grenana? Who is Grenana?”

“You will not go near Grenana!” the Chief Assessor bellowed.

“Oooh. I think you touched a nerve, Captain,” Porter said.

“Full sensor sweep, Craig. See if you can find anything that might be a base for this Grenana.”

“Well, we’ve got the boxes in space, but I’m not getting life-signs from any of them except the one our friends out there are visiting. Grenana could be there. Wait. There’s some kind of structure on the planet, about 50 meters below the surface of the southern hemisphere. I’m reading a breathable atmosphere…and a single life-sign.”

“Can we get down there?”

“It doesn’t look like it should be a problem.”

“Then let’s pay whoever it is a visit,” Beck said, going to the rear of the cockpit and opening the supply locker there. She tossed a phaser and tricorder to Porter and kept a phaser for herself. “Come on, Chief Assessor. We’re going to talk to your boss.”

“You must not disturb Grenana.”

“Grenana should have thought of that before he sent you guys out to ravage the galaxy. Now move it!”

The Chief Assessor grudgingly rose from his chair and allowed Porter to escort him out of the cockpit at phaser-point on their way to the Wayward’s small transporter alcove.

“Stay here as long as you can,” Beck said to Hodges. “If that Vault-Ship gets snoopy again, contact us for beam out.”

“Which will be followed by a very quick getaway,” Hodges said. “Warp engines will be on standby.”

“Good because I really hate to think about what one of those helmets will do to my hair,” Beck said, giving Hodges a smile before heading out to follow Porter and the Chief Assessor.



Captain Beck, Lieutenant Commander Porter, and the Chief Assessor materialized a short time later inside a long hallway leading up to a bright, white door adorned from top to bottom with intricate inlayed carvings. As for the walls themselves, they were covered in…

“Wallpaper?” Beck said surprised and confused as she ran her hand along the peach-colored patterned paper.

The Chief Assessor stiffened. “Do not mock…”

“No. I like it. Really,” Beck said. “It’s just not what I was expecting considering…”

“Considering what?”

“That you guys run around in black ships with black walls while wearing black helmets,” Porter said while scanning the area with his tricorder. “After all that, this is surprisingly…”

“Pretty,” Beck finished, examining the carvings in the door. “Was this done by hand?”

“Maybe. We collected it,” the Chief Assessor said.

“Figures.”

“The life-sign is inside the room,” Porter said. “I would have beamed us directly inside, but there are some odd energy fields in there that would have interfered with the transporter.”

“This is fine. I was able to manage to walk the incredibly long two meters from where we beamed in to the door,” Beck said. She tried the old-fashioned, wrought-metal door handle. Not surprisingly, the door was locked.

What was a tad more surprising were the two floating balls that suddenly shot out of a panel that whisked open at the other end of the hallway.

“I think you should have knocked first,” Porter said as the balls, which were covered with multiple beam emitters, charged their way.

“Scatter!” Beck ordered as the first volley of blasts seared at them. Porter and Beck dove for the ground, returning fire as the spheres zipped past them, then looped around for another pass. The Chief Assessor, meanwhile, just stood there watching the whole thing unfold while the spheres avoided him completely.

“For xelk’s sake, what’s all that racket?” a wavering voice cried. “Stop, you idiotic things! Stop! Go away!”

The flying balls of doom suddenly ceasing firing and slowly made their way back to their hatch of origin. If Beck didn’t know any better, she’d almost say they were sulking. She and Porter got to their feet and turned toward the now-open white door to face the source of the voice.

“Grenana!” the Chief Assessor exclaimed, falling to his knees.

“Grenana?” Beck and Porter asked. In front of them was a tiny woman in a blue, floral-print muumuu, hunched over with age. Her hairless grey-blue skin was almost nothing but wrinkles. She looked at the Starfleet Officers with a mix of surprise and suspicion.

“Who are you two?” she demanded.

Beck quickly pulled herself together. “Captain Lisa Beck. I’m with the United Federation of Planets. This is Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter.”

“I have failed you, oh great Grenana,” the Chief Assessor wailed. “These beings captured me and used me to get to you.”

“You going to kill me?” Grenana asked Beck, sizing up the human woman.

“I wasn’t planning on it.”

“Damn,” Grenana muttered, turning slowly and shuffling back into the room she had emerged from.

Beck and Porter exchanged a confused look, then followed her inside, the Chief Assessor close behind.

The room beyond was actually more of a small apartment. The area they entered was obviously the living room with a very fancy, yet comfortable looking sofa and love-seat and a well-worn rocking chair with a replicator set up right beside it, all of which faced a massive viewscreen on the far wall. The other walls were covered in powder-blue wallpaper and lined with shelves. Each and every shelf was packed to capacity with knick-knacks and doo-dads of every conceivable variety. Two open doors on the opposite side of the room led to the bathroom and bedroom respectively.

“Please. Make yourselves comfortable,” Grenana said gesturing to the sofa as she gingerly lowered herself back into her rocking chair. “Can I get you a beverage?” she asked as Beck and Porter took the proffered seats. The Chief Assessor, obviously disconcerted by all of this, stood stiffly in the middle of the room.

“No. Thanks. We’re fine,” Beck said as Porter shook his head.

“Okay. Well…if you aren’t here to kill me, what do you want?”

“Well…” Beck said, trying to think of how to phrase her next words. She didn’t have a lot of idea what she’d find in the heart of Collectors’ space to begin with, but someone like Grenana never even crossed her mind. “We were told that you were in charge of the Collectors, so we were hoping that you could…um…make them stop.”

“HA!” Grenana laughed. “Don’t I wish! I’ve been trying to get this stupidity to stop for ages now.”

“But, Grenana, we love you,” the Chief Assessor insisted. She shot him a nasty glare, then tried to pull herself up out of her seat. Porter was on his feet in an instant and helped her the rest of the way to standing.

“Thank you, deary,” she said, giving Porter a kind smile before shooting another glare at the motionless Chief Assessor. She shuffled over to one of the shelves and snatched one of the knick-knacks off of it. “This is what started it all,” Grenana said, holding out a figurine of a winged dragon-like creature carved out of a purple translucent stone. “I got it when I was eight years old. I liked it, so I started to collect them. By the time my mother and father died and I became Queen, I had a nice little collection going.”

“You are a queen?” Porter said.

“I was. I guess I technically still am, not that there’s much planet to rule anymore. I don’t think any of this would have happened if I hadn’t been queen, though. At least not to this degree. See my kids knew I collected these figurines, so on my birthday they’d scour the planet looking for new and interesting ones. Let’s face it. I was Queen, so it wasn’t like I needed anything else.

“It became a competition between them. Who could get Mom the best figurine? And then it escalated. They were arguing and pitting the provinces they ruled against each other. The gifts went from figurines to whatever their best artisans could devise. My birthday became more about one-upmanship than anything else. They each constructed huge warehouses around my palace to hold their gifts to me. Then the arguing became actual fighting. Province against province. And then their kids got into it. By the time that happened, I was looking forward to my inevitable death.

“But they took that away from me. Shortly before I should have died, our scientists developed a kind of stasis technology that stopped aging completely while still allowing the subject to be awake and aware. It only worked as long as you stayed inside the field, though. My grandchildren called a truce long enough to build this bunker for their dear old nana and shove me inside of it while they continued blasting the planet apart and fighting to gain favor with me through their additions to my collection.

“I didn’t want any of it, though. I just wanted it to stop. They wouldn’t listen, though. Gifts for Nana became gifts for Great Nana and so on until they just started calling me Grenana. The ones in charge now probably don’t even know what the name means.” She turned on the Chief Assessor. “Do you?”

“I do now, Grenana,” the Chief Assessor said adoringly.

“Ugggh. Generations came and went, and eventually they reached out into space. At first they traded with other species for new items, then, when it became apparent that there wasn’t anything left on this planet to use for trade, they began making little raiding runs in their tiny ships. Most of the time, they were repulsed, so about twenty years ago, the leaders of the factions, which by then numbered just over one hundred, met and devised a new plan. They would call a truce and stop the fighting before there was no planet left to fight on. Instead, each faction would get a ship, a massive ship able to hold tons and tons of their ‘acquisitions.’”

“You mean the stuff they stole from other worlds,” Beck said.

“Precisely,” Grenana said. “They would strip other planets, ones without the technological might to resist them, clean and then bring their stolen goods back to gigantic orbital warehouses, one for each faction. The only problem they had was that decades upon decades of war had reduced our planet’s population to almost nothing. That’s when the helmets were invented. They started raiding other worlds and taking their people away, fitting them with helmets, and using them to build the fleet of Vault-Ships. Then, when the ships were done, they kept the stolen people to use as Collectors when they swarmed across a new planet.

“One hundred and nine ships launched five years ago, and gradually they’ve been picked off one by one. Most often it was because the Chief Assessor, the head of the faction and the Vault- Ship, underestimated the ability of a species to fight back. Sometimes, though, we aren’t sure what happened. A spatial anomaly, a storm, sometimes even other Vault-Ships could be responsible for the disappearance of a Vault-Ship . But now there are only fourteen remaining.”

“Thirteen,” the Chief Assessor said sheepishly.

“We didn’t blow your ship up!” Beck protested.

“No, but I claimed Vault-Ship O-65 as my own and destroyed my own Vault-Ship, a ship YOU damaged severely, before we attacked your station. And then you went and almost destroyed O-65 as well!”

“But we didn’t,” Beck said.

“Grenana, this woman and her followers disrupted an auction on my ship that would have allowed me to bring you many hillicas. And then she freed my entire crew and the crew of O-65! She’s the enemy! She wants to destroy us all!”

“She seems perfectly pleasant to me,” Grenana said.

“But my auction…”

“Forget the stupid auction! How many hillicas do you think I need? It’s not like you all ever let me out to shop anyway, and even if you did, what would I buy? You folks collect anything and everything and present it to me whether I want it or not. Look at me! I’m 349 years old! I don’t need anything! Except maybe to get away from you morons. And since I can’t do that, I’m going to sit here and chat with these nice people. It’s the first decent conversation I’ve had in a couple of centuries!”

“We…we collect for you,” the Chief Assessor said, sounding small and lost.

“I don’t want it. I keep telling you that, but nobody’s listening. I DON’T WANT IT!”

“We must collect for Grenana.”

“What if she wasn’t here?” Beck asked. “What would you do then?”

“You will not kill Grenana!”

“I’m not going to kill anyone,” Beck snapped. She turned to Grenana. “What if I could take you somewhere? Somewhere where’d you’d be taken care of and be able to live out the rest of your life with other…um…beings with life experience.”

“You mean old people,” Grenana said.

“Well, yeah. But the facility is very nice. My great- grandparents live there. They have big meals, constant care, day trips…”

“Juppleball?”

“Er…they’ve got shuffleboard, but I’m sure you could teach them juppleball.”

“But most importantly,” Porter said. “You’d have your life back and loads of new people to talk to.”

“Any of them single? I haven’t had a man in over 250 years,” Grenana said. She turned on the Chief Assessor. “Never thought to collect me one of those, now did you?” she snapped angrily before looking at Beck again. “You can really do that for me?”

“Absolutely. You’re a prisoner here. It’s not right,” Beck said.

“You’re xelking right, it isn’t. Give me a minute to pack a bag, then get me out of this dump.”

“NOOOOOOOO!” the Chief Assessor cried. “If you take Grenana, I swear to you we will hunt her down and bring her back to us where she belongs. As long as she is alive, we will collect for her!”

“Now listen here,” Grenana said, shuffling over to the Chief Assessor and glaring into his helmet with fury in her eyes. “You will do no such thing. In fact, you’re going to tell the other Chief Assessors that I died. I just got so xelking old that I keeled over and disintegrated, and you saw the whole thing.”

“Why would I do that? How would that help me?”

Grenana rolled her eyes. “What if I told you you’re my favorite?”

“I am?” the Chief Assessor exclaimed. “Can I get that in writing?”

“Sure. I’ll do a whole song and dance number to that effect if it will get me out of here.”

“We will mourn you forever,” the Chief Assessor said with a bow.

“Yeah. You do that,” Grenana muttered, heading back into her bedroom to pack with new life in her stride.

“Do you think this will help?” Porter whispered to Beck.

“No Grenana,” the Chief Assessor said to himself as he stood in front of them trying to get his mind around the concept. “No one to collect for. I could do something else! Maybe open that pastry shop I’ve always dreamed of. Grenana’s Favorite’s Buns. Hmmm…I like the sound of that. Maybe I could even take off my helmet.”

“Yeah,” Beck said back to Porter, a smile spreading across her face. “I kind of think it will.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 55962.7. After leaving the Collectors’ system without incident, we were able to return to Federation space. And after a brief stop at Waystation to check in, we proceeded to take Grenana to the Betelgeuse Acres Retirement Community, where she has now eagerly taken up residence. I really believe this is the best thing for Grenana; although, I’m pretty sure she was flirting with my great-grandfather. I’ll have to warn Great- Grandma to keep her eyes open.

“In any case, Grenana seemed very excited about her new home and the opportunities for interaction it would provide. I can’t imagine being trapped by the Collectors like that for centuries. I would have gone completely insane. Grenana is obviously one tough old bird. Heavy emphasis on the old. As least the Vulcans at Betelgeuse Acres won’t be able to act so superior because of their age anymore. Great-Grandma and Great-Grandpa will both be happy about that.

“With the Grenana situation resolved (and hopefully the Collectors’ threat with it), we have returned to Waystation to see about cleaning up the rest of the mess the Collectors left behind. In our absence, the station’s repairs have been mostly completed and our weapons resupplied. Also, most of the beings we freed from the Collectors have been able to contact their peoples and arrange transportation home, which means lots of new races visiting the station and lots of goodwill toward the Federation, none of which is the problem.

“It’s the Multeks I’m worried about.”



The Collectors’ Vault-Ship once again hovered over Multos, but this time it was there to give rather than take. Despite the Collectors’ short time on the surface of the Multek homeworld, they had managed to take a fair number of items, all of which were now sitting in the Vault-Ship’s vast cargo holds. The Multeks would have to go through the hold and see what belonged here and what belonged on their colony world, which was liquidated when the Collectors first entered the Multek Enclave.

“So was it everything you dreamed it would be?” Lieutenant Hodges asked smiling as Commander Walter Morales sat at the Vault- Ship’s helm console in the vessel’s command center.

“Pretty much,” Morales said, spinning around in his chair before standing up and stretching. “Big. Lumbering. No grace or agility whatsoever. Still, I’m glad the captain allowed me to fly it back here. I wanted the experience after going up against a couple of these.”

“And I’m sure Russell didn’t mind being left in command of the station for a while,” Hodges said.

“Nope. Probably not,” Morales said, wrapping his arms around Hodges’ waist. Normally he wouldn’t do such a thing while on duty, but seeing as how they were the only ones in the command center and the ship was parked in orbit, why the hell shouldn’t he?

“So you prefer to fly things that are a bit more agile, huh?” Hodges asked with a glint in her eyes.

“Oh yeah. Lithe. Powerful. Maneuverable.” With a little spin, he maneuvered Hodges so that her back was to the now- deactivated helm console and laid her across it. “Sexy structural lines and curves,” he added looking her up and down hungrily. “Nothing beats it.”

“You got that right,” Hodges said, pulling Morales down to her. “Mister Morales,” she whispered hoarsely in his ear. “You have the conn.”

“You do realize that I’m never going to be able to hear that phrase the same way again now, don’t you?”

“Good.”



Down on the planet’s surface, Dr. Amedon Nelson stood at Frequoq Wuddle’s office window looking out on the city stretching out before her.

“It’s like…a big amusement park,” she said in wonder.

“I told you,” Wuddle said, standing directly behind her.

“I know. I just never…It was hard to imagine. I’ve never seen a world like this.”

“What do you think?”

“It’s…beautiful.”

“I’m glad you like it. And that you’ve finally been able to come here. I’ve wanted to show this to you for so long.”

“And all it took was an alien invasion,” Nelson said, grinning as she turned around to face Wuddle.

“I hope this will just be the first visit. I want you to make more. A lot more.”

“I guess that’s going to depend on your Council.”

“And Captain Beck,” Wuddle said. “The Council of Elder Wizards has tried to keep knowledge of other life in the galaxy away from us for decades. It will take a lot for them to change their minds.”

“You mean like an alien invasion?”

“That could do it.”



Standing in the center of the meeting chamber of the Multek Council of Elder Wizards, Captain Beck had the feeling she should be intimidated. These men and women were the true power on Multos. They literally had the future of the Multek Enclave and the future of Federation-Multek relations in their hands. What they decided would all depend on Beck’s next few words.

She wasn’t intimidated.

But she had to admit that the fact that the council members were circling around her in spinning tea cups was more than a little distracting.

“For a long time now,” she stated, “you all have had a secret. The problem with secrets, though, is that they invariably get out. And your secret is definitely out. You’ve known for years that the Multeks aren’t the only life in the universe, yet you have decided to hide that information from your people. In all honesty, I understand why. You have a kind of utopia here, and you want to keep the rest of the galaxy away.

“Too bad it didn’t listen.

“Your secret showed up and started ripping the place apart. Fortunately for you, Frequoq Wuddle had established ties with the outside. I’m not trying to raise the Federation up as your savior, but we did come to your aid. If we hadn’t, there wouldn’t be an Enclave left to worry about.

“It’s a big galaxy, and there’s a lot out there both good and bad. Contact with other species is going to change your society. There’s no way around it, but that change started the moment the Collectors showed up on your doorstep. Maybe you should be glad they did. You had a kind of paradise, but how long could you maintain it? If there’s nothing to strive for, no obstacles to overcome, you have stagnation.

“Yes, the galaxy is full of adversaries whether they be hostile species or virulent diseases, but facing these things are what makes a society grow and change. Facing adversity leads to innovations you can’t even imagine yet. If the Enclave is to survive, you have to make the choice to engage the rest of the universe. We’re out here, and you can no longer pretend that we don’t exist. We’re not going away.

“There is no secret anymore. Your people know the truth. They’re going to want to see what’s around them. Lucky for you, you’ve got some friendly neighbors. We want to learn more about you, and we can teach you about us at the same time. Please don’t push us away. Don’t delude yourself into believing that you can turn back time and undo what’s done. It’s too late for that, but now you have the opportunity to determine what the Multek Enclave is going to become for the future. And know that if you want us, the United Federation of Planets will be here to help.”



Captain Beck was pulled out of a deep sleep by a muted, yet incessant pounding that refused to go away even when she opened her eyes. Why oh why was she not being allowed to rest? She’d been one tight knot of muscle for the last several weeks, ever since Frequoq Wuddle had told them that the Collectors were invading the Multek Enclave. After stopping the Collectors at Waystation, she’d collapsed into something more resembling a coma than sleep, but that was out of sheer exhaustion. Relaxing sleep had been elusive…until now. Or at least until a few moments ago before this damn pounding started.

She pulled herself out of bed and stumbled out into the living room of the quarters she was occupying on the Vault-Ship while they visited Multos. In all honesty, the accommodations were quite nice, with a large, incredibly comfy bed, high-quality sheets, and one of the best showers she’d ever had the privilege to experience. The Medusan spa back on Waystation could stand to learn a bit about shower technology from the Collectors…or whomever the Collectors had stolen their showers from.

After accidentally knocking her shin against the coffee table in the living room due to her groggy state, she finally made it to the source of the pounding noise: the cabin’s front door.

“All right! I’m here!” Beck shouted, now feeling much more awake thanks to her throbbing shin. There was nothing like some sharp, severe pain to get the mind nice and alert. She smacked the door control, opening the door and revealing President Bradley Dillon holding a bottle of champagne and two glasses.

“Bradley!” Beck said surprised. “Mister President,” she added, correcting herself.

“Don’t these places have door chimes?” Bradley asked, amused at the captain’s disheveled state.

“Yes, but they evidently only ring inside the Collectors’ helmets, which I am so not putting on. What are you doing here?”

“I heard the news that the Council of Elder Wizards has decided to take your advice and establish diplomatic ties with the Federation,” Bradley said. “I thought that I would come personally to extend my greetings to their leadership…and to congratulate you, of course.”

“That’s nice, but I meant what are you doing here? As in at my door.”

“I thought we could have a drink,” Bradley said.

“You want to have a drink.”

“That is what I just said.”

“With me.”

“Yes. Why is that so strange?”

“Ummm…maybe because we never have drinks together.”

“Not very often,” Bradley said. “But that can change. May I come in?”

“Be my guest,” Beck said, standing aside and allowing the Federation President to enter. Bradley took the bottle and glasses over to the room’s dining table and produced an old-fashioned corkscrew from his pocket, which he deftly used to open the champagne.

“I’ve been doing some thinking,” Bradley said. “You’ve made me realize that there comes a time when you have to take action if you ever hope to accomplish what’s really important to you. I thank you for that.”

“You’re welcome, I guess,” Beck said, desperately hoping this would be a short drink.

“And actually I’ve come to see that the universe has been trying to tell me the same thing. If I may bastardize some Shakespeare, there’s a special providence in the fall of a book.”

“I have no idea what that means.”

“Action must sometimes be taken, Captain,” Bradley continued, handing Beck her glass. “Otherwise what you really want may be lost forever.”

What I really want is to be in bed and thoroughly asleep as I dream about having a private beach on Risa along with a private brigade of eager and very fit cabana boys at my disposal, Beck thought, glancing longingly at the bedroom as she downed the champagne.

“There’s something to be said for following your dreams,” Beck said instead, trying at least to be somewhat supportive of whatever the hell Bradley was babbling about.

“Oh, this is more than a dream. Much more,” Bradley said. “And the pieces are quickly falling into place. Soon it will be time. Time indeed.” He fell silent for a moment. “Well, I won’t keep you any longer,” he suddenly said, abruptly scooping up the champagne and heading for the door. “Thank you for the drink, Captain.”

“Anytime,” Beck said, wondering if she cared enough to try to clarify her confusion about what Bradley had just said. She quickly decided that no, she didn’t care, and she let him exit her quarters without another word. Bradley could deal with his falling books and chasing his dreams in his own time. She, however, was in pursuit of nothing more than some much needed rest. Not one to stop short of achieving her goal, Beck stumbled back to the bedroom and slid into the welcoming embrace of her luxuriously cozy bed.




Neighborly Advice



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 56277.4. Have I mentioned lately how much easier my job is without Bradley Dillon around? I have to admit that I’m still not completely sure that his motives for running off on the Explorer are completely pure…I take that back. I know they’re not pure. This is Bradley Dillon we’re talking about. The point is that he’s gone, taking with him his Presidential ego and the assorted crap that came our way because we had the leader of the Federation on board. I know that he’ll be back…unless Baxter manages to get them all blown up. Anyway, I know he’ll be back, but for now I’m enjoying having issues relating to him off of my plate. He can bug Baxter and friends for as long as he wants.

“With Bradley gone, we’ve been able to focus on the usual assortment of traffic and mini-crises that heads our way. Lieutenant Commander Porter and his staff have completed repairs to the phaser array, which were required after…never mind. I really don’t want to get into it.

“Despite station duties keeping me busy, I can’t help but notice that we’re going on three months now since I gave my spiel to the Multek Council of Elder Wizards, and we still haven’t heard a peep out of them. After the Council accepted my argument that they needed to open up to the rest of the galaxy, I kind of expected them to, you know, open up. Dr. Nelson hasn’t even seen Frequoq Wuddle in all of this time. From what she tells me, his comms to her all say that things are happening in the Enclave and that he’ll see her soon. I know the long distance relationship thing stinks for her, but at least she has one. A long distance relationship is better than…no wait. I don’t really want to get into that either.

“Back to the station issues at hand, there really aren’t any. We have the usual comings and goings of ships and a distinct lack of hostile threats. The Collectors, if they are even calling themselves that anymore, haven’t been heard from since we delivered the last group of them back to their homeworld. The vault-ship we captured is now in the hands of Starfleet. And with Bradley gone, Starfleet has gone back to pretending we don’t exist. Therefore, I am going to take advantage of the relative lull to deal with a situation that has been unresolved since the Collectors’ attack.”



“Come in,” Captain Lisa Beck called as the sound of her office door chime faded from the air. The office doors slid open revealing Yeoman Tina Jones.

“I’m here for our meeting,” Jones said hesitantly. “I’m a little early, though, so I can come back if I’m catching you at a bad time. I’ll just be out here.”

“It’s fine,” Beck said, waving Jones into the office. She got up from her desk and led Jones over to the little seating area over by the side wall of the office. Beck settled onto the couch as Jones took a seat in one of the armchairs, her hands clasped awkwardly in her lap as her left leg tapped up and down so fast it was almost vibrating.

“Relax, Tina,” Beck said with a smile. “We’re here to talk about good things for you. That is if you’re still interested in getting into Security.”

“I am!” Jones said quickly. “I really am. I just didn’t know if…well…”

“If it was going to happen,” Beck said nodding. “I know. It’s taken me way too long to get back to you about this, but I had to check into a few things first. Now if you wanted, we could move you into the Security department right now; however, since you’re enlisted personnel, you’d just be another crewman assigned to that section. I don’t think that’s what you had in mind.”

“No,” Jones said, shaking her head vigorously. “I want to be an officer.”

“I thought so, but that means you need to go back to school.”

“The Academy.”

“Right. Fortunately for all of us, we have an Academy Annex on board. I didn’t like the idea of losing my liaison officer while you off to Earth for classes.”

“But can I even get in?” Jones asked worried.

“Your service record speaks for itself, and you’ve got some solid recommendations. I don’t think it will be a problem. All you’ll have to do is…”

“Ops to Captain Beck!” Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell’s voice said urgently over the comm.

“Go ahead,” Beck said, tensing as she waited for the report.

“Long range sensors just picked up several contacts heading this way from the Multek Enclave at high warp.”

“Several!” Beck said, leaping up from the sofa. “An attack fleet?”

“We don’t know.”

“I’ll be right there.” She turned to Jones. “We’ll talk about this more later.”

“Um…sure,” Jones said. Beck was already heading out the door. “But what do I have to do?” Jones asked herself softly.



“How many are there?” Beck asked, striding out of her office into the Ops main command area.

“Twenty-two,” Russell said from the tactical console.

“Nineteen of the contacts match the configuration of the Multek military ships we’ve encountered before,” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter reported from the science/operations console. “We don’t have records of the other three.”

“What’s their tactical status?” Beck asked Russell.

“Shields are down, and I’m not reading any weapons ready to fire.”

“Keep our shields down, but be ready to get them up in a hurry if things get ugly.”

“This can’t really be an attack, can it?” Porter said. “We saved them. I thought it was traditional to send flowers for something like that, not an assault fleet.”

“Maybe the Council of Elders decided to stick with their stance that we don’t exist by seeing to it that we don’t exist,” Beck said.

“But why now?” Russell asked. “We haven’t heard from them in months.”

“Yeah, but maybe they heard about the damage to our phaser array,” Porter said. “Too bad for them that we fixed it.”

“Let’s just hang on a little bit longer before we start with the blasting, okay?” Beck said. “There could be a very good reason for the Multeks to bring a fleet here that doesn’t involve blowing us up.”

“Such as?” Porter asked.

“Not a clue. Russell, hail them.”

“Too late,” Russell said.

“What?” Beck exclaimed, spinning toward the viewscreen with the full expectation of seeing a rain of weapons’ fire heading their way. It wasn’t there.

“They’re already hailing us,” Russell explained sheepishly as Beck turned back to him glaring.

“On screen,” she said, resisting the urge to throttle her Chief of Security.

The Multek fleet looming on the viewscreen vanished and was quickly replaced by a familiar smiling face.

“Frequoq Wuddle!” Beck said surprised.

“Captain Beck, it is a pleasure to see you,” Wuddle said warmly.

“And you as well, but…um…what are you doing here?”

“We have come for your help.”

“Our help?”

“Yes. The Enclave has been very busy preparing ourselves for the rest of the galaxy, as you told us to do.”

“Well…it wasn’t really so much an order as a suggestion,” Beck said wondering just where this conversation was going.

“It was what needed to happen, as we both know. The Multek people have been informed of this as well. Acceptance took a little time, but now we are going forward with the plans set forth by the Council of Elder Wizards. That plan is why we are here.”

“Uh huh,” Beck said, still not understanding.

“So you will help us!” Wuddle exclaimed.

“With what?”

“Our training! You have skills that we need in order to achieve our goal.”

“Okay. Why don’t you transport aboard and we’ll discuss just what we’re talking about here?”

“Of course!” Wuddle said happily. “I was hoping you would ask.”

“I’m sure you were,” Beck said with a smirk. She’d have to comm Dr. Nelson and let her know that her loverboy was on his way. “Oh, Wuddle?”

“Yes, Captain Beck.”

“Next time you plan to drop by with friends, call first. Unexpected fleets make us all a little jumpy, and jumpy leads to unfortunate misunderstandings.”

“I see,” Wuddle said nodding. “I will comm first from now on.”

“Thank you. Now come on over and you can tell me all about this goal of yours.”

“It’s very simple, Captain. We want to be…”



“…THE Number One vacation destination in the galaxy!” Wuddle announced, throwing his arms in the air dramatically as he stood at the front of the Ops briefing room where the Waystation command crew had gathered along with several Multek representatives.

Beck blinked a few times, considering what she had just heard.

“And that’s the goal,” she said finally.

“Yes! It’s the perfect way to introduce ourselves to the galaxy while maintaining our way of life! The Multek Enclave has always been dedicated to the pleasure and amusement of its citizens. Now we will open our borders to provide those same services to others.”

Porter scratched at his beard idly and nodded. “Makes sense to me.”

“It is what the Multeks specialize in,” Commander Walter Morales agreed.

Beck tried very hard to keep her face neutral. Somehow she’d hoped that the Multeks would choose a less…flashy route to learning about the galaxy, but she had to admit that they were certainly casting their xenophobia aside. The least she could do was be supportive.

“It’s an ambitious idea, but I’m still not sure what help we can give you,” she said.

“Teach us,” Wuddle said. “Your station receives visitors from all over the galaxy every single day. You know the ins and outs of the interstellar hospitality business better than anyone I can think of. We need information about how to meet their vacation needs and about how to care for them medically, should anything go wrong.” He aimed this last statement at Dr. Amedon Nelson, smiled, then turned his focus back to Beck. “You are also strong. The Collectors proved to me that our military is not ready for potential threats to the Enclave, and we cannot expect you to defend us forever. Our pilots and troops need training that only you can provide. You made us take the first step, and now I’m asking you to help us stand on our own.”

“Would you mind if I spoke with my officers for a moment?”

“Of course,” Wuddle said with a nod.

“Doctor, could you escort our guests into my office? We’ll be just a minute.”

Dr. Nelson rose from her chair. “Come on, Wuddy.” She glanced quickly at the other two Multeks present, who were staring at their leader with confused expressions. “Er…I mean Frequoq Wuddle. Right this way, Frequoq.” The three Multeks filed past Nelson out of the room. Nelson mouthed a quick “whoops” to her colleagues, then quickly followed her charges through the exit.

“What do you think?” Beck asked when they were gone.

“It’s unoriginal,” Porter said. “You’d think after all this time she’d have come up with something better than ‘Wuddy.’ Wuddlekins maybe?”

“Wuddly-Poo?” Russell said.

“Wuddlelicious?” Morales offered.

“Not you too,” Beck said to her First Officer.

“Sorry.”

“Thank you. Besides, it’s got to be Widdle Wuddle Love Muffin,” Beck said.

“Of course,” Porter said grinning.

“Now that that’s settled, what do you think about the Multeks?”

“They could use a little sun.”

“Craig!”

“Couldn’t resist.”

Beck rolled her eyes. “I’ve been trying to figure out if their requests cross any boundaries. I mean, we’re talking about military training here.”

“Yes, but they haven’t actually asked for any technology,” Morales said. “You did tell the Multeks that the Federation would be here to assist them.”

“Do we trust them enough to give them combat training, though?” Russell asked. “What if they turn those skills against us? I’d hate to think we gave them the way to kill us.”

“He’s got a point. I like a good joke as much as the next guy, but I really don’t feel like being killed by the giant fist of irony,” Porter said.

“Do you honestly believe that’s going to happen?” Beck said.

“No,” Russell said.

“Not unless Amedon and her Widdle Wuddle Love Muffin have a really bad breakup,” Porter said.

“All right then. Is anyone opposed to helping them?” Beck asked.

No one spoke.

“Good. I’ll tell Wuddle, and we’ll get on with the whole opening a new era of trust and cooperation and such,” Beck said, getting up from her chair.

“Very inspiring, Captain,” Porter said.

Porter didn’t quite catch Beck’s response as she headed out the door. Of course, it was in Andorian, so he wouldn’t have understood it anyway. If, however, he had heard the word and been able to look it up in an Andorian dictionary, he would have found that it translated roughly as “bite me.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 56278.3. After careful consideration, I have decided to grant the Multek’s request for assistance. Commander Morales will work with the Multek space fleet while Dr. Nelson trains the members of the Multek medical community that have come aboard. While I feel that Lieutenant Commander Russell is fully capable of training the Multek ground forces, I have asked Colonel Lazlo to handle this, freeing Russell to keep an eye on station security matters. The idea of working with the Multeks also aggravated Lazlo, so it’s a win-win. Finally, I have been asked to meet with the heads of the Multeks’ newly-formed Department of Hospitality Services; although, I’m not sure how much help I’ll be to them. I mean, what the hell do I know about hospitality? I’m a Starfleet Officer. I run a space station. I don’t deal with visitor relations. This is why I have a liaison officer and why said liaison officer will be sitting in on this meeting with me. With any luck, she’ll be able to handle all of it, allowing me to just sit there and look helpful.”



“Thank you so much for meeting with us, Captain,” Frequoq Wuddle said as he sat across the conference table from her in the Rand Room of the Waystation Conference Center on Deck 26. Yeoman Jones had felt that these surroundings would be more…hospitable than the Ops briefing room. And, since the conference center was one of the services available to Waystation visitors and residents, meeting there would give the Multeks a view of how these sorts of things were handled on Waystation. Of course, if they’d wanted to have a really fancy meeting, they would have rented out space in the Starfleet Suites Hotel Conference Center, but Beck didn’t see any real need to bring that up.

“Of course,” Beck replied looking from Wuddle to the four Multeks he’d brought with him to the meeting. “This is Yeoman Tina Jones,” she continued, gesturing to her liaison officer. “She is in charge of our…welcome center and the point of contact for visitors to the station.”

“Ohhhhhhh,” the Multeks said, nodding at Jones appreciatively. “So you are the one who serves the guests of this station?”

“I guess…” Jones said hesitantly.

“Don’t be so modest,” Beck said. “When our visitors need something, they go to Tina Jones. She is your one-stop source when it comes to visitor relations.”

“Wonderful!” Wuddle said. “In that case, we don’t really need you here at all, Captain. Thank you.”

“Huh?”

“We won’t take up any more of your valuable time.” Wuddle focused his full attention on Jones. “Before we get started, allow me to introduce the heads of our Department of Hospitality Services. This is Director Krusitz, Director Dibbu, Director Polyp, and Director Oolnk. As you can imagine, we are very interested in how you service the needs of a wide variety of alien creatures.”

“I guess I’ll just be going then,” Beck said, standing up from her chair. No one so much as glanced her way. “Just comm me if I can answer any questions. So long then. Bye.”

“…beds in our hotels can handle the varying body types, and what sort of toilet facilities will need to be installed to deal with the…you know…excretions of alien beings,” Wuddle continued as Beck slipped out of the room.

She returned to Ops a few moments later, where Lieutenant Commander Porter was slouched casually in his seat at his console watching the various readouts on his monitors scroll by.

“Very commanding presence you’re projecting there, Craig,” Beck said as she exited the turbolift. “I’m glad I left you in charge.”

“I like to set a relaxed example. It’s good for morale,” he said. “Weren’t you supposed to be trapped in a meeting somewhere?”

“Turns out they didn’t need me,” Beck replied.

“You don’t exactly sound happy about it. I didn’t think you wanted to be in that meeting in the first place.”

“I didn’t. But…” Beck trailed off.

“But what?”

“They kicked me out!” she said. “Sure, I didn’t want to be there, but I didn’t expect them to go and not want me. They just want to talk to Tina.”

“Lucky her,” Porter muttered.

“That’s it!” Beck announced, stalking back toward the turbolift. “I’m going to lunch!”

“That’s the spirit.”

“And it’s going to be a long one.”

“Go for it.”

“And I’m having Andorian!”

“Which means you’re eating alone,” Porter said.

“Uncultured philistine.”

“My bowels appreciate my lack of culture.”

“Oh, thanks for bringing that up before I go eat,” Beck said.

“Anytime. Bon appetit.”

Beck started to say something in reply (the same Andorian pleasantry she’d sent Porter’s way after the briefing the day before), but it was cut off by the closing of the turbolift doors. Even so, Porter had a feeling he understood the general sense of her message.



Colonel Martin Lazlo, decked out in a perfectly crisp, freshly replicated and hand- pressed, navy blue Federation Marine uniform, paced back in forth imperiously in front of the rows of Multek Defense Force troops lined up before him in the Marines training center/recreation room.

He hadn’t wanted to do this. Why should he impart the skills of the Federation Marines to a species that was not directly allied with the Federation? All he would be doing is giving them an advantage should they turn hostile at some time in the future.

But looking out at the pathetic display before him, Lazlo couldn’t help but smile. These beings didn’t know the first thing about defending a planet, facing down an alien menace, or, most importantly, about being marines.

It was time to give them an education.

“Listen up, maggots!”

The Multeks looked at each other confused.

“Did I tell you to look at each other? You look at me! I am the one in charge here, maggots!”

A Multek in the front row raised his hand. “What’s a maggot?”

“DID I TELL YOU TO SPEAK?!?” Lazlo thundered, getting right in the Multek’s face.

“I can hear you, you know,” the Multek said. “OH! I’m sorry. Is talking loudly traditional in your culture?”

“Are you apologizing to me, little girl?” Lazlo shouted.

“Actually, I’m a fully grown male of our species. And all of the females here are fully grown as well. Our forces don’t allow children. Do yours?”

“SHUT UP, MAGGOT!”

“I still don’t know what maggot means. Is that a human word for soldier?”

“A maggot is an Earth insect that feeds on decaying matter,” Lieutenant Colonel Dan O’Neal offered helpfully, stepping up from his position by the Federation flag draped on a pole near the front of the room. “The Colonel is using humiliating terms such as maggot and little girl as a motivational tool to increase your desire to follow his orders and become proper soldiers.”

“AHHHHHHHH!” the Multeks exclaimed, understanding.

“Do you mind, O’Neal?” Lazlo said, eyes flashing angrily at his subordinate.

“Sorry, sir,” O’Neal said, snapping to attention.

Lazlo turned back to the Multek troops. “As I was saying, girls…”

“Colonel Lazlo?” another Multek said, raising his hand. “I don’t think this humiliation technique of yours is very effective.”

“We don’t really think so either,” O’Neal said. “But he just loves doing it.”

“O’NEAL!”

“Sorry, sir.”

“Drop and give me 100!”

“Yes, sir.” O’Neal quickly got to the floor and started his push ups.

“Um…are we going to have to do that?” another Multek asked.

“Unless all of you shut up right now and start listening to me, YES!” Lazlo screamed.

Eyes locked in terror on O’Neal as he continued his punishment, the Multeks all fell completely silent, waiting for the Colonel’s kernels of knowledge.



This was somewhat new, Commander Walter Morales thought as he looked at the readouts on the Wayward’s scopes. Behind him, the nineteen Multek military vessels that had traveled to Waystation for training were spread out in formation: a formation he’d devised.

He had a fleet at his command. Definitely a new circumstance, but he liked it.

Now if only he had something to go attack.

Actually, he was fine to skip anything resembling combat for right now. He’d just start out by putting the Multek ships through some simple maneuvers to see what they could and could not handle.

Multek Military Vessels all adhered to the same design and looked like winged obelisks sailing through space. Each one was larger than the Wayward and crewed by 40-50 Multeks. Before now, they were used mostly to deal with pirates or smugglers within the Enclave, and each craft had a docking bay large enough to impound a small ship. From what Morales had gathered from Wuddle, though, piracy and smuggling had dropped off to almost nothing over the last few years, leaving the military with little to do beyond flying around the Enclave in circles looking for non-existent trouble. This lack of action had left the Multek fleet completely ill-equipped to deal with the Collectors’ invasion, and most of their vessels were crippled or outright destroyed in the attack.

Now it was up to Morales to get them back into some kind of fighting shape. Why did he volunteer for this job again? Oh wait. He didn’t. Captain Beck ordered him to be out here.

On the bright side, he did get to command a fleet.

He reached forward and activated the comm on the flight console in front of him. “This is Wayward to all ships. We’re going to start out with a little bit of follow the leader. Just do what I do, and make sure to keep your distance from the other ships.”

He was met by several responses of “Standing by,” a few “Let’s do this,” and one “Wait! My helm officer isn’t back from the bathroom yet!” A few moments later, though, all of the Multek ships were ready.

Morales looked out at the star system where he’d brought the fleet for training and thought out his next moves. He then increased speed, and went into a smooth dive as the Multek vessels effortlessly matched his movements. He flattened out his course, then zipped toward a ringed gas giant at the outer edge of the system, looping around the planet quickly before bringing the Wayward down to a point where it just skitted above the debris chunks making up the rings. The Multeks stayed with him without a problem. He had to admit being somewhat impressed. Their ships were more agile than they looked.

Breaking away from the planet into open space, he zigged and zagged in an evasive pattern, then sped into a hard, banking turn. A few of the Multek ships took a second or two longer than Morales would like with the rapid course corrections, but overall they were doing pretty well.

Time to try something a little tougher.

He rapidly worked the helm, sending the Wayward into a starboard barrel roll. The Multek ships moved to follow and…

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

“I’m going to be sick!”

“I AM SICK!”

“BLAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAATTTT!”

Oh.

Maybe that was a little much.



“Good morning, everyone. I’m Doctor Amedon Nelson,” Dr. Nelson said warmly as she and three Multek physicians gathered in Waystation’s infirmary. She usually wouldn’t be this cheery in this type of situation, but there was no way to hide how excited she felt. It was happening. It was really happening. The Multeks were opening up to the Federation, which meant she and Wuddle could stop hiding their relationship from his people and start seeing each other on a much more regular basis. She’d already been able to visit Multos once. Maybe it could even become a regular thing. It was a pretty planet, with clean, gleaming cities. Okay, the giant roller coasters in town were a bit odd, but she could get used to it.

“Good morning, Doctor Nelson,” the three Multek doctors replied just above a mutter as they looked around at their surroundings nervously. Nelson wasn’t sure what the big issue was. Multek technology was advanced enough that the infirmary shouldn’t be intimidating to them.

“Frequoq Wuddle has asked me to try to give you some insights into xeno-medicine.” The Multeks looked at her with confusion. “Caring for aliens,” she clarified.

“Ahhh.”

“Now obviously I can’t show you every alien species in the Federation in the short amount of time we have.”

“There are that many?!?” one of the Multeks gasped in alarm.

“More than you can imagine, I’ll bet,” Nelson said. “But I thought we’d start off with a fairly standard humanoid. That is, an alien with a body structure like yours and mine.”

“There are aliens with different body structures?!?”

“Yes, but we’ll get to that later. Let’s start with a human male from my home planet of Earth. Lieutenant Mike Waits of our Security staff has graciously agreed to allow us to examine him.” On cue, Waits emerged from the surgical area dressed in a exam gown and waved to the Multeks.

“Hi, folks,” he said before laying down on a biobed.

“Since you’ll be using your own instruments on Multos, I’d like you to do the same here,” Nelson said. “Just take some time to look over Lieutenant Waits, scan him, and familiarize yourself with the human form.”

The Multek doctors opened their medkits that were waiting on a nearby lab cart and approached Waits.

“He’s so…pink.”

“Yes, but you’ll see many different shades of humanoids,” Nelson explained as the Multeks began their exam. “Andorians, for example, have blue skin. And the…”

“AUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHH!!!!”

Waits’ pained scream echoed through the infirmary.

“What did you do?” Nelson demanded, rushing toward the biobed.

One of the doctors (Dr. Scapple, if Nelson remembered correctly) withdrew a thick, ten centimeter long needle from Waits’ neck. The needle was attached by leads to a device resembling a bulky tricorder. “I was attempting to scan him. I don’t understand why he screamed.”

“Maybe because it hurt! A lot!” Nelson said.

“Oh. We do not have pain sensors in that region.”

“Most species do,” Nelson said, trying to calm her anger.

“He’s not moving,” one of the other doctors observed.

Nelson checked Waits over. “He must have passed out from the pain.”

“Ahh,” Dr. Scapple said, idly waving the needle back and forth. “Does that mean I can scan him now?”



Colonel Lazlo resisted the urge to laugh as he watched the Multek troops slowly filtering back into the rec room, each one dripping with sweat from the five kilometer jog through the corridors of the Marine’s section of the station. They all looked exhausted and about to drop.

Oh wait. A few of them were dropping. Wonderful.

Of course, the several hours of drilling, marching, etc. that he’d put them through before the little jog may have done a bit to wipe them all out.

Now they would learn what it meant to be marines.

Finally, the last of the Multeks stumbled in and collapsed at Lazlo’s feet. With his last ounce of strength and gasping for breath, he looked up at the Colonel.

“Is it time now…for milk…and cookies?”

“WHAT?” Lazlo bellowed.

“At home…after training…we get…milk and cookies?”

“Madre de dios. Do I look like your mother, boy?”

“No…well, maybe if I squint…and try not to look…at that hairy thing on your face.”

“That is my mustache. You WILL respect my mustache.”

“Sorry, sir,” the Multek said. “About the milk and cookies…”

“I am not giving you milk and cookies.”

“Please?”

“NO!”



“…and so each set of quarters is capable of providing individualized gravity levels and atmospheres. And our replicator database has a wide variety of meals available from all over the galaxy,” Yeoman Jones explained. “So it’s really about a lot more than just giving someone a different mattress.”

“This is…complicated,” Director Krusitz said as the other directors and Wuddle nodded sagely. “You’re sure that a softer mattress won’t help?”

“It will depend on the guest. Klingons actually like to sleep on metal slabs.”

“Doesn’t that hurt?” Director Polyp asked in horror.

“I think that’s the point.”

“We have been at this for several hours and should probably break for the day soon,” Frequoq Wuddle said.

“That’s fine with me,” Jones said. Yes, it had been a long day of answering all sorts of questions about food and lodging for various aliens, but having this group of Multeks hanging on her every word was kind of fun! “Does anyone have anything else they’d like to ask before we stop?”

Director Oolnk, a small, thin woman, cleared her throat.

“Um…where are the rides?”



As the heavy beat of a classic bit of Denebian funk pounded all around her (and through her for that matter), Captain Beck sat in one of the curved booths along the side wall of The Gravity Well, the large dance club located on Deck Seven, watching a few hundred Multeks doing their thing on the dance floor.

At first she hadn’t been sure if Yeoman Jones’s plan to hold the evening’s reception at The Gravity Well was such a good idea. Frankly, Beck was used to these affairs being a bit more formal, but she hadn’t taken the Multek personality into account. These people lived to have a good time. A dance club was right up their alley, as was evidenced by the fact that not a single one of them was currently manning a seat along the wall, unlike a certain Starfleet captain she could mention.

It also pleased her to see that several members of the station crew had accepted the invitation to come meet the Multeks. The Multeks were still adjusting to the idea of other life in the universe, but gradually Beck was seeing Starfleet officers and Multeks talking and dancing together.

The Multeks were turning out to be the better dancers, though. And they were taking a definite interest in the club’s unique feature, the zero gravity section in the center of the dance floor. Poles rose from floor to ceiling in this section, allowing for hand holds from which to launch into airborne acrobatics. The Starfleet officers had been the ones to show the Multeks the first few moves, but the Multeks quickly started making attempts of their own, flipping about from pole to pole as the music thudded around them.

Beck’s attention was pulled back to the booth as Commander Morales and Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges slid in beside her.

“Hey there!” Hodges exclaimed. “Isn’t this fantastic? Holding this party here was a GREAT idea!”

“All Tina Jones,” Beck said.

“Tina knows how to throw a party,” Morales said wincing slightly. “It’s a bit loud, though.”

Hodges playfully slapped his arm. “Fuddy-duddy.”

“Excuse me?”

“You are!”

“No, I’m not.”

Beck rolled her eyes as the couple bantered, then finally decided to break it up. “How did the flight go?” she asked Morales.

“Very well, actually,” he shouted back over the music. “They handled the basic maneuvers well, and they’re very skilled at intercepting and penning in ships. The problem I see is that they have no real experience dealing with multiple targets or ships with superior fire power.”

“No kidding,” Beck shouted back. “The Collectors were the first time they encountered somebody bigger than them.”

“I’m going to try and teach them some tactics tomorrow, but I don’t know how much good it will do.”

“All we can do is try.”

Lieutenant Commander Porter suddenly slid in beside Beck. “Looks like I found the party table of people not partying,” he said.

“This is a temporary stop on the way to the dance floor for us,” Hodges said, a statement that evidently surprised Morales. “Let’s go.”

“Go? As in dance?”

“That is what people do here,” she said, grabbing his hands and pulling him up out of the booth. “Let’s go,” she repeated, wrapping her arms around him. “I’ll make it worth your while.”

“Well, when you put it that way,” Morales replied with a smile and a glint in his eyes as he allowed himself to be led off into the throng of Multeks.

“Now don’t they look happy,” Porter said.

“That they do,” Beck said. Her eyes were drawn to the club entrance as the doors opened and Joan Redding walked in followed by a hovercam operator. “You might want to duck,” Beck said.

“Why?” Porter asked, following her gaze to the door. “Oh. Don’t worry about it.”

“She’s not mad at you for breaking up with her?”

“Who knows? She’s not speaking to me at all. Actually, she’s pretty much not acknowledging my existence.”

“It could be easier that way,” Beck said.

“Easier than?”

Beck sighed. “Easier than sending perfectly pleasant, incredibly stiff comms out of some obligation to stay cordial.”

“Phillip’s doing that?”

“We both are,” Beck said. “And even worse, I started it,” she said, putting her head down in her arms on the table.

“Do you think he’ll care if you stop?”

“Probably not.”

“Hmmm.”

“What hmmm?”

“Just hmmm,” Porter said, watching Joan dive into the crowd with her usual determination. She’d wanted a story on the Multeks for a couple of years now, and she was finally getting her chance. She’d probably actually be in a good mood tonight, but Porter had spent more than enough time at the mercy of her moods while he was dating her. Now he was just glad to be free of her.

“Uh oh,” Beck said.

“What?” Porter replied. “Is she coming this way?”

“Not her,” she said.

Porter turned back to the entrance and saw a well-dressed Zakdorn storming toward their table. The Zakdorn, a Mr. Auditmi, was the Acting CEO of Dillon Enterprises while Bradley Dillon was off on his little excursion on the USS Explorer, and based on the look on his face when he reached the table, he was taking acting like Bradley very seriously.

“Captain Beck!” Auditmi snapped angrily. “This is an outrage! I demand that you do something about this situation at once!”

“You don’t like to dance?” Porter asked, drawing a quick glare from Beck.

“First off, you could stand to learn a little courtesy,” Beck said, locking a more steady glare on Auditmi. “And second, I’m not going to do a damn thing, since I don’t have a clue what situation are you referring to?”

“The Multeks!” Auditmi exclaimed in exasperation.

“What about them?”

“I know why they’re here.”

“I didn’t realize it was a secret.”

“Don’t patronize me, Captain. The Multeks are here to learn about the hospitality industry, yet you have purposefully kept them away from the only establishments on this station that have any real skill in this arena.”

“Establishments run by Dillon Enterprises.”

“Of course! How can these beings expect to learn anything when they have not set foot in the Starfleet Suites Hotel or dined at Dillon’s? What excuse can you possibly have for not bringing them to us?”

“They didn’t ask,” Beck said flatly.

“Captain…”

“I’ll talk to them,” Beck said, heading off Auditmi before he could launch into another tirade. “If they are interested, I’ll bring them by tomorrow.”

“I will see you tomorrow then,” Auditmi said, bowing slightly before stalking away from the table.

“He almost makes me miss Bradley,” Beck said once the Zakdorn was gone.

“Almost? Bradley at least was charming in his way, even when he was making your life miserable,” Porter said.

“True, but Auditmi isn’t the President of the Federation.”

“You’ve got a point,” Porter said. The pair was silent for a few moments. “You wanna dance?” Porter asked finally.

“With you?” Beck said surprised.

“Sure. Why not?”

“I never pictured you as a dancer.”

“I’m not, but they’re making it look like fun out there. Maybe we’ll even find Sean.”

“Oh, he came too?”

“Yep. He’s out there somewhere looking for an open- minded lady Multek.”

“So I should be prepared hear about an intergalactic incident in the morning, huh?” Beck said smiling.

“Probably,” Porter replied as Beck got up from the table. “Does this mean we’re dancing?”

“Yeah. Let’s go show those Multeks how its done.”

“Have you been watching them? There’s absolutely no chance of that.”

“Then lets go look ridiculous for a while.”

“Now that’s more like it,” Porter said as Beck hooked her arm in his and the pair headed off onto the dance floor.



Shaking his head to try to dislodge the fatigue clouding his brain, Commander Morales looked over the sensor readouts in the Wayward’s cockpit as his Multek charges cruised along in formation behind him.

“Long night?” Lieutenant Commander Porter asked with a grin from the co-pilot’s seat beside him.

“Longer than I was intending,” Morales said.

“Oh really? I thought you and Steph left The Gravity Well before we did.”

“I didn’t notice.”

“Uh huh. Of course, leaving and going to bed are two very different things now, aren’t they?”

“Mind if I make an observation, Porter?”

“Sure.”

“You’re taking way too much of an interest in my personal life.”

“It’s not so much an interest as a scientific inquiry.”

“Be inquiring about somebody else.”

“Can’t. I’ve invested too much time in watching you.”

“I don’t even want to know what that means,” Morales said.

“Probably not,” Porter assented, turning his attention back to his console.

Morales was silent for several moments. “What does that mean?” he asked finally.

“What does what mean?”

“You know what I’m talking about!”

“Possibly.”

“Porter!”

“Well, let’s face it. Before Steph came along, you were a bit on the obsessed side with a certain captain we both know. And after watching you pine away for her for so long, I was starting to wonder if you were ever going to get a clue and move on.” Porter watched Morales’s face darken. “Guess I should have prefaced this with a ‘permission to speak freely’ huh?”

Morales let the anger crossing his features slip away. “I take it as a given with you,” he said. “And it’s not like you’re wrong.”

“I know,” Porter said.

“And I’m happy. Steph is great. It makes me wonder why I wasted so much time…”

“Commander?”

“What?”

“The Multeks are waiting.”

“You’re cutting me off? You’re the one who brought this up in the first place!”

“Yes, but I prefer to keep my scientific inquiry free from the influence of your personal opinions.”

“You’re annoying. How’s that for an opinion?”

“The Multeks,” Porter said smiling innocently.

Morales rolled his eyes and activated the Wayward’s comm. “Wayward to all ships. I hope you had a good night and got some rest.” He ignored the slight chuckle that escaped from Porter and continued. “Today we’re going to try and put the maneuvers and formations we worked on yesterday to use in some combat simulations. Lieutenant Commander Porter has tied our ships’ computer systems together, allowing us to engage in mock battles. Damage will be simulated and tracked by the computer, so focus on the situation at hand and behave as you would if it were real. So let’s get started with the first scenario. I’m transmitting the particulars to your ships now. Keep what we worked on yesterday in mind, and try to resist the urge to shove any of your fellow officers out an airlock.”

One of the Multek captains responded, obviously confused, “Why would we shove…”

“Begin scenario,” Morales snapped, cutting him off and closing the channel as beside him Porter lost his efforts to control his laughter.



Back on the station, another combat simulation was about to get underway in far more confined quarters.

“I hope you slept, maggots!” Colonel Lazlo barked as he strode in front of the Multek troops, who had once again gathered in the Marines’ training center. “Because you’re going to need it today. It’s game time, and unless you’re ready, I guarantee you it’s not going to be any fun.” The Multek faces that lit up at the mention of a game quickly fell as they heard the rest of Lazlo’s statement.

The Colonel continued on. “Each of you is now holding a rather unusual piece of equipment. What could it be? Why, it’s a gun! Could this possibly have something to do with what we’re doing today? You’re damn right it does.

“The name of today’s game is WAR, and the gun in your hand is your new best friend. You girls will be taking on the Federation Marines in a battle down to the last man. Now normally these games are played with friendly little light guns, and when you’re shot, a little sensor on your body beeps ever so sweetly. But I don’t run things that way. War doesn’t work that way. When you’re hit, I want you to feel it. I want you to see it, which is why each one of you has been armed with a projectile rifle. These projectiles are filled with paint, so when you’re shot, you WILL feel the impact, and you WILL see a big ass paint splatter on those oh so clean silver uniforms of yours. You get hit, you’re dead. It’s that simple.

“Any questions? Good,” Lazlo said, ignoring the sea of hands that went up in the crowd as he started toward the exit. “The game starts as soon as I leave the room. Good luck, girls. You’re going to need it.” He was out of the training center’s main door a moment later, leaving the Multeks in a mass of confusion.

“Silence!” the voice of Major Bummko, one of the most senior officers present, shouted above the din. “We need to make a plan! Everybody break up into…”

Before he could finish, the main training center doors at the front of the room slid open. A split second later, the auxiliary exits at the right, left, and rear of the room opened as well. Each doorway was filled with a horde of armed marines.

The hail of paintballs started immediately, sending a punishing barrage of high-velocity color projectiles into the panicking jumble of Multek troops.

It was over in seconds. The Marines backed away from the doors allowing a cackling Colonel Lazlo to stroll back in.

“Excellent!” Lazlo said clapping. “That was really an incredible showing. Did any of you wastes of DNA even get a shot off? Anyone?”

The Multeks didn’t reply. Lazlo assumed that they were all too ashamed, but if he’d been paying attention, he would have noticed that more than a few of them were glaring in his direction with what could only be described as intense hatred.

“Get out of my sight,” Lazlo said. “Go get cleaned up and meet back here in two hours. And then we’re going to do it again. And we’ll keep doing it until you pathetic losers start behaving like soldiers! Dismissed!”

The Multeks filed out of the training center muttering amongst themselves. Very quickly, a single sentiment spread through their ranks.

This WOULD NOT happen again.



“Ah good. You all came back,” Dr. Nelson said with a welcoming grin as the Multek physicians entered the infirmary. “I’d hoped none of what you saw yesterday scared you off.”

“It was…new,” Dr. Scapple said as the other two doctors nodded their agreement.

“And you haven’t seen anything yet,” Nelson said. “But first, are you feeling more comfortable with the tricorders?”

“Yes,” Dr. Quibble said hesitantly, raising the device in her hand. “But it’s so much less…”

“Invasive? That’s the idea,” Nelson said. “Now for this morning, we’ve gotten very lucky. We don’t often see Jelateons out this way, but one arrived on a freighter last night. The problem is that his ship is due to depart within the hour, so we have to be quick with our exam.” She turned back toward the corridor leading to the surgical area. “We’re ready, Kchlorch.” This last bit sounded more like a hacking noise than a word.

Moments later, a large glob of translucent lime cytoplasm bounced into the room. Reaching the biobed, it extended itself up and basically poured itself into place on the bed.

The Multeks watched this display in wide-eyed shock. Nelson stepped up to the bed between the Multeks, all of whom were immobile, their gaze locked on Kchlorch.

“Let’s get started,” Nelson said. “Dr. Scapple, what do you want to do first?”

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

“Ooookay. Anyone else?”

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

“How’d I guess?”



As promised, Mr. Auditmi was waiting in the mall concourse just outside the entrance to the Starfleet Suites Hotel on the mall’s second level as Yeoman Jones arrived with Frequoq Wuddle and the Directors of the Multek Department of Hospitality Services in tow.

Auditmi gave the Multeks a wide smile, then turned on Jones. “Where is Captain Beck?” he demanded.

“In Ops, I guess. I’m really not sure,” Jones said.

“Why isn’t she here?”

“Um…why would she be?”

“She’s not showing these important guests around personally?” Auditmi asked.

“No. I am.”

Auditmi shook his head disdainfully. “She has absolutely no comprehension of proper guest relations.”

“I thought we were here for a tour,” Jones said.

“Yes, yes,” Auditmi said. A second later, Jones might as well have not even been there for all of the attention Auditmi was paying to her. “Greetings to you, ladies and gentlemen. I am Mister Auditmi, Acting Chief Executive Officer of Dillon Enterprises and your host this morning. On behalf of Dillon Enterprises CEO and President of the United Federation of Planets Bradley Dillon, I would like to take this opportunity to welcome you to the Starfleet Suites Hotel. Inside, you will see the latinum standard for accommodations and dining in the known galaxy. Now, if you will follow me…”

Auditmi led the group into the hotel lobby. The Multeks stopped in mid-step, gawking at the opulence around them. Burgundy marble columns rose up from a floor of white marble. At the rear of the lobby, two staircases headed up to the second level. All around, stately armchairs and sofas and ornately carved dark wood tables were gathered in small sitting areas. The lobby’s centerpiece, though, was a golden fountain carved in the shape of the Starfleet delta from which water arced up gracefully before cascading into a pool below.

“This, as you can see, is the lobby,” Auditmi said. “President Dillon believes that the hotel entrance should be representative of the hotel as a whole, and the rooms at the Starfleet Suites have each been meticulously designed and outfitted to live up to the promise made by this magnificent space.”

“Will we be seeing one of these rooms?” Director Dibbu asked.

“No,” Auditmi said.

“We won’t?” Wuddle said surprised.

“The rooms are for paying guests. It would not do for us to show them to a potential competitor in the hospitality market in this region without some kind of financial compensation. Now are there any other questions before we move on?”

“Where did this amazing stone come from?” Director Polyp asked, running a hand along the burgundy marble column.

“President Dillon insists that we keep our suppliers confidential in order to ensure that the unique elegance of the Starfleet Suites is not compromised by imitators. Anyone else? No? Very well. Let’s move on, shall we?”

As the group made their way through the lobby toward a side corridor, Frequoq Wuddle caught Yeoman Jones’s attention and mouthed, “Why are we here?”

She could only shrug.



“That was nicely done,” Commander Morales said into the comm system as the Wayward and the Multek ships regrouped inside of the star system he had chosen for their training maneuvers. Thus far, he’d taken them through several combat scenarios, first with the fleet against the Wayward, then gradually pulling more and more ships over to his side until the teams were evenly matched. Now it was time to up the stakes a bit.

“We’re going to keep the fleet divided in two for this next scenario,” he said as Porter cleared out the simulated damage from the ships’ computers and reset the system. “But this time we’re going to add a new element. One team will be attempting to defend their homeworld from the other. The fourth planet of this system will be designated Homeworld. If the attacking team is able to break through the defenders and assault Homeworld, they will win the simulation. Team Captains…”

“I want to defend,” Captain Laddle, who had been leading one of the teams said quickly.

“No, I do!” the other team leader, Captain Pubbitz, insisted.

“NO!”

“YES!”

“We’re not the bad guys!”

“And neither are we!”

“It’s our planet!”

“No! It’s ours!”

“Captains!” Morales said loudly. “No one is the bad guy here!”

“But they’re going to attack my planet!” Pubbitz said. “That’s bad!”

“It’s just a simulation…”

“It’s our planet,” Laddle said firmly.

“I’ll fight you for it,”Pubbitz said.

“Deal!”

Unable to take it, Morales put his head in his arms on the console.

“I can reactivate their weapons, if you want,” Porter said as the Multek ships squared off outside and began scoring simulated hits on each other in a pitched battle to not be the bad guys. “That would end this real quickly.”

“Don’t tempt me,” Morales muttered.



“Listen up, maggots!” Colonel Lazlo bellowed as he once again stood before the Multek troops. Troops? Hah! These pathetic pansies made Starfleet look rugged. A few more rounds on the losing end of a paintball rifle would be enough to send them crying back to Multos. And they would know that when a real crisis arose, they should just step back and let the professionals handle it. His marines were going to eat these wimps for breakfast…and lunch…and for an afternoon snack. “Time for Round Two. Good to see you all went and got so nice and clean. It won’t last long. I can assure you of that. The game begins as soon as I walk out the door. Good lu…”

Major Bummko was on the move before Lazlo could finish. “Into teams now! Cocoa, with me! Go go go!”

Lazlo dove aside, barely clearing out of the way before clusters of suddenly very-determined looking Multeks poured out into the corridors, rifles at the ready. Moments later, he heard shouts and the repeated pops of paint projectiles firing. The shouting was getting louder…and more angry. And then it dropped off. What the hell was going on out there?

He peered out of the training center into an interior decorator’s worst nightmare. The walls of the corridor beyond were literally dripping in various colors. Almost no spot remained untouched. The hall was empty, though. At least it was until five of his marines raced around the corner, running toward him.

“They’ve gone mad!” Private Copeland cried as he sped past Lazlo with the others. Dead center on his back was a massive yellow paint splotch. Moments later, Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal stormed around the corner, seething mad, his face half purple from a paint ball impact.

“You’re dead!” Lazlo shouted half in shock, half furious.



O’Neal turned on him, eyes blazing. “Dead? I’m not dead. They are. We’re taking them down! Every single one of them!”

Copeland and the other marines ran back toward them from the other direction, each carrying a backpack dribbling paintballs. “Ammo secured, sir,” Corporal Sherwood said with a salute.

“Good.”

“Kintasa to O’Neal,” O’Neal’s communicator barked suddenly.

“Go ahead,” O’Neal said to the device on his wrist.

“They backed us into the turbolifts. The couple that was already in here was heading toward the mall, so I guess that’s where we’re going.”

“Are the Multeks pursuing you?” Lazlo asked, snatching O’Neal’s arm.

“Maybe. They heard the mall mentioned and started running toward the turbolift shaft down the corridor.”

“This could get out of hand real quickly, sir,” O’Neal said, coming to his senses. “Do you want me to call my men back?”

“No,” Lazlo said. “War knows no boundaries. And we will fight these little wimps wherever they want to face us. Proceed with your original intentions.”

O’Neal smiled grimly. “Yes, sir! Taking them down, sir!”



In her professional opinion, the Multek physicians in front of her looked slightly traumatized, Dr. Nelson thought as the three Multeks sat together on a biobed staring forward blankly.

“The universe is a big place, huh?” she said consolingly.

“Big,” Dr. Scapple said numbly. “So many aliens.”

“And I didn’t show you even a fraction of them,” Nelson said. “The simple fact is that you can’t know everything about every single species in the galaxy. There are just too many. This is why we have medical databases, and I’m sure the Federation will share our medical knowledge with you in exchange for learning about your species’ biology. Beyond that, though, there is your intuition as a doctor. You use that intuition at home everyday on your Multek patients. Trust it with your alien patients as well.

“Tell you what. Let’s get you three some practice. The next patient that comes through the door is all yours. We have no idea what species it will be, so don’t even try to anticipate it.”

Before Nelson’s words could even fade from the air, three Multek soldiers tore into the infirmary at a full-on run.

“Oh come on!” Nelson exclaimed.

“We can handle this!” Dr. Scapple said happily.

The Multek soldiers, meanwhile, didn’t seem all that concerned about the doctors or any medical maladies. Instead, they took up positions behind a few of the biobeds and looked back at the infirmary entrance with concern. The reason why became apparent soon thereafter as four Federation Marines trotted into the infirmary.

The officer in the lead locked eyes on Dr. Nelson. “Doctor, have you seen…”

The Multeks suddenly let out a battle cry and leapt from their positions. The infirmary was instantly filled with paintballs, trapping Nelson and the Multek doctors in the crossfire. Within seconds, both battling groups had charged out into the mall concourse, leaving four doctors groaning on the floor and colored destruction in their wake.

For globs of paint, those things really hurt! Dr. Nelson moaned again and rolled over, her head throbbing from multiple impacts. “Nelson…to Security.”

“Are you okay, Doc?” Lieutenant Commander Russell’s voice asked, alarmed.

“No. They’re in the mall.”

“Who? Who’s in the mall?” Russell demanded.

She was in too much pain for this. “Shut up and go look! Nelson out!” she shouted, closing the channel and sending another wave of pain through her skull.

This just proved her belief that medicine was full of surprises. For example, evidently the first patients the Multek doctors would care for would be themselves. Funny universe.

At least it would be funny if she didn’t ache so damn badly.

She started crawling toward the lab cart where her hypospray and sweet relief waited.



“Through these doors is Dillon’s, the most exclusive restaurant on Waystation or in any of the neighboring sectors,” Mr. Auditmi said grandly as he, the Multeks, and Yeoman Jones stood outside the frosted glass doors of the eating establishment.

The Multeks squinted and futilely attempted to peer through the opaque doors.

Jones didn’t want to ask the question. She knew the answer. But something inside her just had to do it.

“Are we going inside?”

“No,” Auditmi said.

“Why not?” Frequoq Wuddle demanded. His patience had been wearing thinner and thinner as door after door was closed to them.

“I would not dream of disturbing the diners enjoying our spectacular lunch selections.”

“Then let’s have lunch,” Jones said.

Auditmi slowly looked her way, his face filled with amusement. “And will you be footing the bill for this meal, Yeoman? I was not aware that your credit allowance was robust enough to feed six.”

“Six!” Jones exclaimed. “I’d have to pay for you, too!”

“It seems only appropriate, since I am taking the time to serve as your host.”

“If you were really our host, you’d be paying for it!” Jones shot back. “Or does Bradley’s hospitality not extend that far.”

“You cannot seriously expect President Dillon to subsidize a meal for people who may very well go back to their planet and attempt to duplicate his recipes in order to lure away his customers!” Auditmi said. “If you think that I would jeopardize Dillon Enterprises in that way, you must be…MMMMPH! MMMPH! MMMMMPH!”

From out of nowhere, a projectile had slammed into the Zakdorn’s head, exploding into a bright glob of color that covered his face and filled his mouth, effectively rendering him mute.

“Get down!” Jones screamed, grabbing Wuddle’s arm and yanking him to the deck as three Federation Marines charged toward them firing more paintballs. Following Jones’s lead, the Department of Hospitality Services Directors dropped to the floor as paint splattered against the walls and doors above them.

“What the hell are you doing?” Jones demanded, jumping to her feet as the marines surrounded the Multeks.

“Prepare to fire,” the corporal leading the marine group said, ignoring Jones.

“Fire?” Jones exclaimed. “Why? And with paint? What is going on?”

Before the marines could answer (assuming that they were even going to bother to answer), they were pelted with a barrage of paintballs from down the corridor leading from the Starfleet Suites lobby to Dillon’s. The marines quickly spotted the source of the fire: four Multek soldiers.

“Take them down!” the corporal shouted, storming back down the corridor with the other marines.

“What was that?” Frequoq Wuddle asked in shock once they were gone. “And those were my people! Why were they shooting at the marines? And what’s with the paint?”

“I have no idea,” Jones said. “But I think we’d better comm Ops.”

Auditmi agreed emphatically. “MMMMMPH!”



The was all somehow Colonel Lazlo’s fault. Captain Beck was sure of it. Maybe she would have been better off just leaving the training of the Multek troops in Russell’s hands, but no. She just had to give Lazlo the benefit of the doubt and let him use his techniques. And now she had a borderline riot on her hands.

“Lieutenant Commander Porter isn’t going to be happy about this,” Lieutenant Mason observed from the Operations/Science console as the main viewscreen in Ops panned across the lower level concourse of Starfleet Square Mall. The place was a wreck. Beck knew that it couldn’t be quite as bad as when the Collectors had attacked a couple of months earlier, but somehow with the paint splatters everywhere, it looked worse.

Beck looked over at Lieutenant Laru Hassna, who was currently manning the tactical console. “Any word from Russell?”

“Not specifically. I’m sure security teams are responding, though.”

“And the latinum is in the mail.”

“Excuse me, Captain?”

“Never mind.”



Lieutenant Waits jogged passed the mall’s Andorian restaurant, his four member security squad close behind. As they passed, they could see several marines and Multeks firing back and forth.

“Sir,” Ensign Brendan Shust called to Waits. “Aren’t we going to go in and break that up?”

“In there? Are you nuts?” Waits shouted back. “I am not getting between them and the Andorians. We’d be lucky to get out alive.”

“Excellent point, sir.”

“We’ve got other problems anyway,” Waits said as they rounded the bend toward the zero-gravity hoverrink. Above them, in the food court that looked down on the hoverrink, was another group of Multeks. They were firing across the large gap of the hoverrink to the opposite ledge, where several marines had taken up positions.

“Cease fire!” Waits shouted, climbing up on the railing surrounding the hoverrink. “Drop your weapons or we will be forced to take action!”

He got his answer as a hail of paintballs rained down on them from both sides. “Shoot them! Shoot!” Waits screamed, covering his head with one hand as he fired upwards wildly with the other.

The other security officers opened fire.

“They hit my phaser!” Ensign Shust suddenly cried in alarm. Sure enough, the emitter was now coated in sludgy black paint. “Why you!” He upped the power setting to heavy stun and aimed back at the Multeks. He’d show them. He’d burn right through that paint and take them out in the process.

As soon as his thumb hit the fire control on the phaser, he sensed there was a slight problem with his plan. The beam didn’t break through the paint. Instead, the phaser began to hum…and the hum was getting louder.

“Overload!” Shust screamed, lobbing the phaser onto the hoverrink. The anti-grav effects of the rink actually bounced the phaser upwards and…

BOOOOM!

The ensuing explosion went off just as the phaser reached the upper level of the mall. Waits and the security officers were knocked to the deck by the force of the blast. They quickly scrambled back to their feet to get ready for the next assault from above.

It never came.

“I got them!” Shust exclaimed happily.

“Congratulations,” Waits said, craning his neck to see the upper level. “And you only had to blow up the whole food court to do it.”

Shust suddenly didn’t look quite so pleased with himself.



Lieutenant Commander Russell could hear the disturbance around the corner ahead. Shouts, threats, the “pffft” of paintballs firing, then the wet thud of the projectiles slamming into walls and people.

“Phasers on stun,” Russell said to the group of security officers with him. “Remember, stun! They are not carrying deadly weapons. Stun!”

“Okay. Okay,” Ensign Yuen said. “I get it. Sheesh. Accidentally blast off a leg off of one old woman, and you never hear the end of it.”

The sounds around the corner suddenly stopped. Russell froze in place, signaling for his team to do the same. “Jacob, Watson, check it out,” he whispered. Ensigns Jacob and Watson carefully crept around the corner. All was quiet for several seconds until.

PFFFT! PFFFT PFFFT PFFFFFT!

Watson raced back around the corner a moment later, out of breath.

“Jacob got mauved!” she exclaimed in a panic. Soon after, Ensign Jacob crawled around the corner, his body coated from head to toe in mauve paint.

“Owwwww,” he said weakly, then collapsed to the deck.

“Jacob!” Russell cried. “That’s it. No one gets mauved on my watch. GO!!!!!”

The security team stormed around the corner, phasers firing.



Throughout the station, similar scenes repeated themselves as the Multeks and the Federation Marines were all taught a very important fact of life:

Paintballs are no match for a good phaser.



“I really don’t know what to say, Captain,” Frequoq Wuddle said as he and Beck stood in front of the viewscreen in Ops looking at the view of Cargo Bay Three where the Multek Troops and Federation Marines were now being held. “I’m ashamed my people were a part of this.”

“Don’t take it too hard. There was a lack of cool heads on both sides,” Captain Beck said.

“Cool…heads?”

“Never mind. In any case, it wasn’t anything a bit of stunning couldn’t fix.”

“But look at them all now,” Wuddle said. “Multeks and Federation Marines in the same room, and not one single fight is breaking out.”

“I think they all realize they were being moronic,” Beck replied. “That’s one nice thing about the paint. It really drives home how stupid they look. Of course, it also helps that the primary instigator isn’t there.”

“Yes. Where is Colonel Lazlo?”

“My people are discussing the situation with him.”

“Why do I sense that this discussion does not actually involve speaking?”

“It might. Although, I would imagine that only the ‘cuss’ part of discussion is relevant to what’s happening.”



“F***!” Colonel Lazlo shouted as another paintball smacked into the back of his head while he ran around the marine training center trying to avoid the continuous stream of paintballs zipping at him from the line of rifles held by Lieutenant Commander Russell and eight of his security officers.

PFFFFFT!

“Sh**!”

PFFFFFFFT!

“F***!”



Back in Ops, Wuddle watched as something amazing was starting to happen on the viewscreen. His people and the marines were talking to each other. Not only talking, but in some cases they were actually laughing.

“Part of me never thought this was possible,” he said softly. “Even with incontrovertible proof, I worried that my people would refuse to accept that other life existed in the universe.”

“Maybe you weren’t giving them enough credit,” Beck said with a slight smile.

“Maybe not. Still it’s amazing to see Multeks interacting with others without fear.”

“They might even make some friends,” Beck said.

“Friends with people they were trying to kill just an hour ago.”

“They were only paintballs,” Beck said.

“The animosity was there.”

“Yeah. But now it’s not. Most people can be pretty decent if you give them a chance. I seem to remember you giving me a chance a few years ago. That first step is what led to this…this meaning the getting along part, not the paintball fight. We could skip that.”

“Agreed.”

“Oh well. Better get them cleaned up. Mason, get to it.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Mason tapped a control on his console and instantly dozens of nozzles popped out of the walls of the cargo bay and started spraying intense jets of cold water into the crowd of Marines and Multeks.

As their surprised screams echoed through Ops, Beck grinned.

Maybe she was enjoying this a little too much.

Nah.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 56280.6. The Multeks have returned home after picking our brains for the last few days. Despite obstacles like a tight-lipped Zakdorn and a minor station-wide rampage, the Multeks seem to think their time here was useful. I guess we’ll find out when they open their doors to the universe. Frequoq Wuddle mentioned something about a big Grand Opening celebration in a few months. What do I get the feeling I’m getting an invite?

“That’s a long ways off, though, and I have far more pressing concerns. For one thing, my station currently looks like it was attacked by a horde of disgruntled abstract artists. Someone has to clean the place up, and fortunately I have just the people. Colonel Lazlo wasn’t very happy that I turned his entire battalion into wall washers, but he’s wisely decided not to fight me on this particular issue…most likely because he doesn’t want me to mention the interstellar incident he nearly caused to his superiors. Did I just say that in my log? Whoops. How careless of me.

“On the bright side, maybe in the future Lazlo will remember just who’s in charge here.”



STARFLEET COMMAND EARTH



“You are sure this is what you want?” Fleet Admiral Nosira Ra’al asked steepling her long elegant fingers as she rested her elbows on her desk. The Hinaree fixed the man across from her with a look somewhere between confusion and concern. “You have had an exceptional career. Any post in the fleet could be yours.”

“I know. This is the post that I want,” Admiral Leelan Fonn replied. Fonn had the long white hair and accompanying long white mustache typical of Efrosian males, but unlike most Efrosians, he kept his hair tightly bound in a ponytail down his back, giving him a rather stern appearance.

“You have read up on the place?”

“Yes, I have,” Fonn said simply.

“And you still want to go there?”

“Yes.”

“All right,” Ra’al said, a soft smile crossing her the smooth lines of her porcelain features. “I guess a man like you just isn’t happy unless he’s out on the frontier.”

“So you will grant my request?”

“I wouldn’t dream of refusing it. I’ll have Commodore Gould handle the necessary arrangements. Once everything is finalized, we’ll contact Waystation and let them know to expect the arrival of their new station commander.”




Words From On High



Considering their long friendship together, it wasn’t at all unusual for Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell and Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter to be at the same location on Waystation at the same time when they were off duty. Usually, though, these locations were places such as the food court or Victoria’s Pub. They did not usually include anything remotely associated with work. Russell especially had a very strict policy about that. So when Captain Lisa Beck noticed that her Chief of Security and Chief of Operations/Science Officer were both in a docking bay on their off hours overseeing the unloading of cargo from a newly- arrived freighter, she decided the anomaly of it all was more than enough to warrant a visit to the cargo bay in question.

“Don’t you two have lives?” she asked, walking up behind Russell and Porter as the two men looked over the contents of a crate that had just come off of the freighter in the arms of one of the docking bay crewmen.

“Used to,” Porter said without looking away from his tricorder readings. “Then I got assigned here.”

“I’m such a slave driver,” Beck replied, peering over Porter’s shoulder into the open crate. It was filled with pottery and small figurines. “But I didn’t order either of you to be here. You guys starting a new hobby?”

“Inhaling ancient dust,” Porter said.

“Am I going to have to get direct, Craig?” Beck asked.

“Yeoman Jones thought we should check this stuff out,” Russell said.

“Uh huh,” Beck said. “And you’re taking orders from her now?”

“She asks nicely,” Porter said.

“So what does she think is so interesting about all of this?”

“She wasn’t sure,” Russell said. “It’s a collection of Piranthi relics that are going to be auctioned off. Evidently when the Piranthi contacted her, they were very insistent that the auction had to take place on Waystation on a particular day at a particular time. She’s worried it’s a cover for some kind of attack.”

“I really have to get her Security training started,” Beck muttered as she looked across the docking bay at three figures standing by the freighter. They were completely hidden by the enveloping deep blue robes they wore.

“Is that them?” she asked, gesturing toward them with a move of her head.

“Some of them,” Porter said. “They just seem to be watching over the relics, though. The pilot and auctioneer are much less creepy.”

“Why would they want to hold the auction on Waystation?” Beck said, thinking out loud more than anything else. “Piranthi is on the other side of the quadrant from here.”

“That could be the point,” Russell said. “Stolen goods maybe, but if they’re stolen, nothing about them has hit the Galacti- Pol network. I checked before I came down here.”

“Thorough, ain’t he?” Porter said, closing the tricorder and signaling for the docking bay crewman to continue on with the crate.

“Maybe an interested buyer requested that they come here,” Beck said.

“Possibly,” Porter said. “Still, Tina seemed a little freaked out about the whole thing. She said people usually don’t get that worked up about reserving space on the station for an event. We told her we’d check it out, so here we are…checking.”

“And?”

“It’s a bunch of really old stuff desperately in need of dusting.”

“Thrilling,” Beck said.

“You’re telling us,” Russell said as a crewman approached with the next crate.

“Ops to Beck,” Commander Walter Morales’s voice said over the comm system.

“Go ahead,” Beck called.

“Admiral Wagner is on the comm asking to speak with you…privately.”

“All right,” Beck said. “Transfer him down to the docking control room in Docking Bay Nine.”

“He’ll be waiting for you. Ops out.”

“Maybe the Admiral wants to tell me all about some massive Piranthi conspiracy Starfleet has just uncovered,” Beck said to Russell and Porter with a slight smirk before she headed into the small docking control room at the far end of the docking bay. She slid into the chair in front of the control console and activated the monitor. The view of the docking bay beyond on the screen shifted to the face of Admiral Thomas Wagner. Normally Wagner had a smile for Beck. Despite the fact that Beck had come from the Secondprize, she and Wagner had developed something of a friendly relationship. Today, though, his face was a cold mask.

“Captain Beck,” he said with a slight nod of his head.

“Admiral,” Beck replied, reflexively tensing. Something was definitely up, and it was obviously not good.

“Captain, I have been ordered to inform you that a runabout carrying Admiral Leelan Fonn is en route to you. It should arrive tomorrow evening. Upon his arrival, Admiral Fonn will be assuming command of Waystation.”

Beck’s jaw dropped as Wagner’s words registered with her, hitting with the force of a blow to her gut. She tried to cover her reaction as a wave of nausea radiated out from her mid-section, but she knew she wasn’t doing a very good job of it.

“I’m sorry, Lisa,” Wagner said, the mask slipping into sadness. “There was nothing I could do.”

“Uh huh,” she replied, nodding numbly. “Was it…was it something I did?” she asked. It was a stupid, unprofessional question to ask, but her station was being ripped away from her. Who the hell cared about professionalism now?

“Not at all,” Wagner said. “Admiral Fonn requested the posting. Fleet Admiral Ra’al actually tried to talk him out of it, but he insisted that Waystation was where he wanted to be.”

“So he has the power to just come in and take over?”

“He is an admiral. Over half of our starbases have admirals in command. Waystation has become high profile enough that it caught an admiral’s eye. You could consider that a testament to the work you’ve done out there.”

“Yay, me,” Beck said flatly.

“I know there’s no way to make this news easy to take, but I thought I should be the one to tell you instead of someone from Ra’al’s office.”

“Thank you,” Beck said trying to force a smile. She couldn’t manage it. “What does this mean for me? Am I being transferred?”

“No,” Wagner said. “But I don’t think anyone would blame you if you put in a request. I can’t guarantee anything, but I can’t imagine you wouldn’t get a starship command when one became available.”

“If I request a transfer. What if I don’t? What am I supposed to do if I stay here?”

“You’ll be second in command. Realistically, you’ll probably end up doing all of the administrative things you do now while Admiral Fonn handles the actual command duties.”

“So he’s in charge, and I get to do the paperwork.”

“Basically.”

“If I ever make admiral, remind me never to pull something like this.”

“I’ll do that,” Wagner said. “And for your own sake, consider that transfer request. You’ll be expected to stay there to help with the transition, but after that think about your career. This is no time to be stubborn.”

“I’ll think about it,” Beck said. “It’s just hard to imagine leaving.”

“You always feel that way about your first command, but you’ll have other opportunities as long as you leave. You aren’t going to get anywhere if you sit on Waystation working as Fonn’s secretary.”

“I will not be a secretary. Of that you can be certain.”

Wagner smiled. “I know you won’t. Good luck, Lisa. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

“I will. Thank you, Admiral.”

Wagner nodded, then closed the channel.

Beck rolled the chair back from the console and just sat for several moments in the empty room. Waystation was no longer hers. Someone else would be taking command. She was out.

What the hell was she going to do now?

Once thing was certain. She wasn’t going to figure it out sitting there. She needed more information, and she needed it fast.



Lieutenant Commander Porter was too engrossed in his tricorder readings to notice Captain Beck stride out of the docking control room, a look of fierce determination on her face.

“Look at this,” Porter said to Russell as he ran the tricorder across a smooth oval onyx stone he held in his left hand.

“What am I looking at?” Russell asked confused.

“Chroniton…”

“Russell,” Beck interrupted as she reached them. “We need a briefing. Now.”

“Look at this,” Porter said, turning the tricorder to Beck. “The level of chroniton radiation leeching out this stone is…”

“It can wait,” Beck snapped. “Did you hear me, Russell?”

“A briefing. Now. But…”

“Find out everything you can about an Admiral Leelan Fonn. We’ll meet in Ops in twenty minutes.”

“So now means twenty minutes from now because you want me to look up this Fonn guy,” Russell said, clarifying.

Beck was already on her way toward the exit. “Twenty minutes!” she shouted back.

“We’re going to have to leave for a bit,” Porter called over to the robed figures standing next to the freighter. “But I’m confiscating this rock!” he added, holding up the onyx stone.

The hoods of the robes nodded slowly in acknowledgment.

“I expected more of an argument,” Porter said.

Russell agreed. “Yeah. That nod was just…”

“Creepy?”

“Yeah.”



Commander Walter Morales, Dr. Amedon Nelson, and Yeoman Tina Jones were understandably confused when they were summoned to a last-minute briefing. Russell hadn’t been willing to call it an emergency briefing, since he and Porter weren’t exactly sure that there was an emergency going on. In fact, knowing that somehow an Admiral Leelan Fonn was involved in Beck’s demand for a briefing hadn’t done much to make them any less confused than Morales, Nelson, or Jones as to what all of this was about.

The group gathered in the Ops briefing room as ordered, though, and waited for their commanding officer to arrive and hopefully explain what the heck was going on.

Captain Beck didn’t keep them waiting long. Without a word, she entered the briefing room and moved to the head of the table. She didn’t sit, though, instead choosing to rest her hands against the table and address the group.

“I just got off the comm with Admiral Wagner, and there is a situation that I need to make you aware of. First, let me assure you that we’re not about to be attacked,” she said. “The station is not in any danger.”

“Why am I sensing a huge ‘but’ here?” Dr. Nelson said.

Beck took a deep breath, steeling herself to say her next words. “There’s going to be a change in personnel. As soon as he arrives, Admiral Leelan Fonn will be assuming command of Waystation.”

As she expected, the room soon erupted into a loud cry of “WHAT?” followed by a cacophony of protests and shouting. After several moments, Beck was finally able to calm them all down.

“Why is Starfleet doing this?” Nelson demanded. “Are you being punished for something?”

“It’s nothing like that,” Beck said. “Admiral Fonn is…well…an admiral. They get certain perks, one of which is the ability to choose their own posting in some circumstances. Fonn decided that he wanted to be here, and Starfleet granted his request. It’s pretty much that simple.”

“You’re getting shafted,” Nelson said. “It’s that simple.”

“I’ll still be here. I don’t pretend to know exactly how it’s all going to work, but I’ll be here. But before Fonn arrives, I felt we should find out as much as we could. I asked Mister Russell to prepare a brief biography of the admiral. Russell?”

“I wouldn’t call it a complete bio, but it’s what I could pull together in twenty minutes,” Russell said, getting up from his chair and walking to the viewscreen at the front of the briefing room, padd in hand. He tapped the padd, causing the briefing room viewscreen to activate and display the image of an Efrosian male. All Efrosian males had long white hair and accompanying long mustaches, but this Efrosian’s dark orange skin was somewhat wrinkled, betraying his age.

“Admiral Leelan Fonn. Seventy-six years old. Efrosian,” Russell said, reading from his padd. “Distinguished career. Enough awards, honors, and medals to fill a bathtub. Served as Captain of the USS Forman for twenty years. He was promoted to admiral seventeen years ago, and since that time he’s commanded Starbase 689, near the Romulan Neutral Zone. During the Dominion War, Starbase 689 was attacked nine times by Jem’Hadar forces but never taken.”

“Sounds like we’re getting an old war horse,” Porter said.

“But why would someone with that kind of career want to come all the way out here?” Morales asked.

“I have no idea,” Beck said. “But he’s coming. Was there anything else, Russell?”

“That’s the main stuff…unless you want to know who he was dancing with at the Admiral’s Ball last year.”

“We’ll pass. I guess that’s it then.”

“What should we tell our staffs?” Porter asked.

“Nothing,” Beck said. “I’ll make some kind of announcement. Actually, it’s not like I’m dying or anything. I’ll just send a text comm stationwide. It’s no big deal.” Nelson opened her mouth to speak, but Beck cut her off with a curt “Dismissed.” The other officers exchanged glances, then headed for the exit. Nelson, however, remained. Beck tried to get out of the briefing room, but the doctor was blocking her path.

“Lisa…”

“I don’t want to talk about this, Amedon.”

“Fine, but don’t say crap like ‘it’s no big deal.’ It is a big deal. You’re…”

“…getting shafted. I know. You already mentioned it.”

“Fine,” Nelson said. “Just answer me one thing.”

“What?”

“Are you really going to be here?”

“I said I would.”

“For how long?”

Beck didn’t answer.

“That’s what I thought,” Nelson said, walking out the door.



Captain Beck’s memo went out over the station comm-net later that evening, and her “no big deal” sent shockwaves throughout the station. Ih’mad, proprietor of the station’s Andorian restaurant, immediately petitioned his government to protest Beck’s removal, and, if that didn’t work, to declare war on the Federation. Earthly Eats promptly decided to honor the captain with “Beck Night.” All the authentic North Carolina Barbequed Squid you could eat for eight credits (this was, of course, ignoring the fact that squid were rarely, if ever barbequed, a detail that Beck had tried to explain to the Bolians who ran the restaurant on several occasions).

In the Dillon Enterprises’ suites, Auditmi, the Zakdorn Acting CEO of Bradley Dillon’s massive corporation, tried to fend off a heart attack. President Dillon was determined that both Waystation and the Federation as a whole remain relatively unchanged while he was away on the USS Explorer on his mission to locate the Bast. Auditmi and Federation Vice President Roloi had been explicitly ordered to do whatever was in their power to head-off or stall anything that would result in massive changes to either the business or political climate to which Bradley would be returning.

Auditmi was fairly certainly that President Dillon would consider an alteration in the station’s command structure of this magnitude to be a change to be avoided. He would have to inform the President during their daily comm conference in the morning.

Until then, he was fairly certain that he would not be getting much sleep.



The next morning, Auditmi was in his office right on schedule waiting for his comm signal to be acknowledged by the President’s office on the Explorer. If this had happened just a few weeks later, the Explorer would have been out of instantaneous communications range, and he could have just sent President Dillon a letter.

Now, though, he was going to have to do this face to face.

After a veritable eternity of staring at the UFP Symbol on his monitor, Auditmi finally saw the image shift to the inside of President Dillon’s office on the Explorer, which pretty much looked like his office on Waystation. The man did like keeping his creature comforts close to him.

“Good morning, Auditmi,” Bradley Dillon said, reclining in his massive faux leather chair with his fingers steepled in front of him. “How is my business empire today?”

“All is well on that front, Mister President,” Auditmi said. “The daily ledger reports for the Dillon’s Supply Depots are all in line with what we would expect for this time at the various locations. The other holdings of Dillon Enterprises are all veritably unchanged since yesterday.”

“Very good,” Bradley said. “You are aware that we will soon be outside of direct comm range?”

“Yes, Mister President.”

“This means, of course, that we’ll have to forego our daily chats. Since everything seems to be in order, perhaps you could send a weekly status report. If something that requires my attention occurs, by all means contact me immediately, but matters seem to be well in hand.”

“I am trying my best, sir.”

“I would expect nothing less from you, Auditmi. But if that’s everything, I will bring this comm to an end.”

“There is one small matter,” Auditmi said hesitantly.

“Yes?” Bradley asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“It’s a small thing concerning the Waystation command crew. Honestly, I do not see how it would affect the Federation or Dillon Enterprises, but you wanted to know of any changes.”

“What is it, Auditmi?” Bradley asked placidly.

“Captain Beck has been replaced. An admiral will be arriving this evening to assume command.”

“What?” Bradley exclaimed, rocketing forward in his chair. “This isn’t proceeding according to plan! I didn’t foresee this at all!”

“It did come as something of a surprise to everyone on board,” Auditmi said.

“This can’t happen. I know Beck. I understand Beck. I do not need some interloper from Starfleet affecting that.”

“Surely the change in command will not affect us that much.”

“Instability is bad for business,” Bradley said. “Who knows what kind of ramifications this will have on my business operations across the quadrant while Waystation adjusts? Yes, it seems minor, but what if confusion in Ops causes a failure in the comm system, which prevents vital news from Antares from reaching you? It’s this kind of ripple effect that you have to watch out for!”

“But you’re the president. Can’t you just order Starfleet to recall this admiral?”

Bradley sighed (something Auditmi had never seen the President and CEO of Dillon Enterprises do) and leaned back in his chair. “I do not believe that it would be wise for me to act directly in this matter. I doubt my request would be met favorably.”

“So there is nothing we can do,” Auditmi said.

“No. There is nothing I can do,” Bradley replied.

“Sir?”

“Good day, Auditmi,” Bradley said, then closed the channel, leaving the Zakdorn to ponder the President’s words. Bradley’s instructions were clear. Auditmi was to take some kind of action to stop the arrival of Admiral Fonn.

But what?



Part of Captain Beck (a very large part of her actually) wanted to spend the day hiding in her quarters. She just didn’t want to deal with the sympathetic looks and well-wishes from the residents and crew of the station. The sting of her demotion was bad enough as it was. Okay, so maybe it wasn’t technically a demotion. She would still be a captain and all, but this sure as hell felt like she was being busted down a few pegs.

Hiding wouldn’t help, though. If anything, it would probably just make her seem petty and damage her ability to do her job once Admiral Fonn was in place as the new commanding officer. No, she was just going to have to leave her quarters and get on with the business of running the station for the few hours that she had left to be in charge.

She could go to Ops, but that would also mean visiting her office, an office that would no longer be hers by the end of the day. If she went up there, she’d feel obligated to pack, and she just couldn’t face that prospect right now.

Instead, she chose to see to the issue Lieutenant Commander Porter tried to bring to her attention the evening before. Something in the Piranthi relics due to be auctioned off today was giving off a great deal of chroniton radiation, and that was never good. Of course, with chronitons involved, Porter’s interest would be peaked. The man just couldn’t resist anything with temporal implications.

As she expected, Porter was holed up in Science Lab Two with his confiscated artifact. Beck hadn’t paid much attention to it when Porter waved it in her face the night before, but seeing it resting on an exam table in the lab, she realized she hadn’t missed much.

It was a rock.

A smooth black shiny rock.

Porter, however, was zipping back and forth from the table to his lab consoles like it was the most exciting thing ever. He was so enthralled that he didn’t even hear her enter the room.

“There’s nothing in the universe as touching as the relationship between a man and his rock,” she said, after standing unnoticed by the doors for several moments watching Porter work.

“Captain!” Porter exclaimed, spinning around. “I didn’t realize you’d come in.”

“Evidently.”

“That happens to me a lot down here. I think I need to alarm the door or something.”

“It just shows you like your work,” Beck said.

As though he just remembered her situation, Porter’s face filled with concern. “How are you doing?”

“I’m here about the rock, not for a counseling session,” Beck replied, stepping up to the lab table. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to talk with you about this last night.”

“You had other things on your mind. We all did.”

“Was this the only auction item giving off anomalous readings?” Beck asked, focusing on the issue at hand rather than the one that was at that very moment heading their way on a runabout.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m picking up significant amounts of chroniton radiation leeching out of this thing, but I can’t figure out why…or how. Other than the radiation, it’s just a rock.”

“May I?” Beck said, moving to pick up the stone.

“Sure. It seems safe,” Porter said, heading across the room to get the neutrino emission beam. “I’ve run every passive scan we have,” he continued, rolling the cart holding the neutrino beam over toward the lab table. “I don’t want to damage the stone, but I can’t risk giving it back to the Piranthi until I track down the source of this chroniton radiation. Next thing you know, somebody will plop it into their aquarium and accidentally rewrite the entire timeline.”

“Oh yeah. There’s a comforting thought,” Beck said, turning the rock over in her hands. It sure seemed like just a rock to her.

“We’ll just have to make sure it doesn’t…” Porter stopped suddenly as the cart hit the edge of one of the lab consoles. He tripped forward, knocking into the neutrino beam emitter and activating it.

Beck managed to turn part way toward him and utter “Are you ok…” before the neutrino beam slammed into her…

…and suddenly she was outside in the middle of what appeared to be a primitive village. Wooden structures with thatch roofs surrounded the central courtyard area where she was now standing. Several beings, who had been going about their business, screamed and gaped in horror and astonishment at the woman that had just materialized in their midst. They were all mostly hairless other than a long shock of deep red hair extending down their backs from the rear of their skulls. Between the hair and their pale-green skin, Beck quickly realized who she was looking at: the Piranthi.

She had larger concerns, though, such as the fact that Porter had zapped her and sent her into what appeared to be the Piranthi of the past. She suddenly realized that the rock she clutched in her hands was currently glowing a pale yellow, which probably wasn’t a good thing.

Reflexively, she dropped it as the Piranthi crowd gathered around, jabbering incoherently. The universal translator in her commbadge kicked in, allowing her to understand their frightened words. She was going to get lynched.

This was all Porter’s fault.

“When I get back to Waystation, I am going to have some words for…”

And suddenly she was back in the lab on Waystation again.

“…him,” she finished.

“Are you okay?” Porter asked in a near panic.

Beck checked herself over. “Fine, I think,” she said. “What the hell happened?”

“I accidentally zapped you with a highly-focused neutrino beam, and you vanished. Do you know where you went?”

“I was surrounded by Piranthi, but the place was very low-tech. I think I was in their past. How did you get me back?”

“I didn’t. I didn’t even have time to get a tricorder scan before you reappeared. Wait. Where’s the rock?”

“I dropped it.”

“You dropped it!” Porter exclaimed.

“It was glowing! It hadn’t glowed before!”

Porter calmed down, thinking things over. “That may be how you got back. The neutrino beam must have excited the chronitons in the stone, which took you to that place and time, but you somehow must have still been temporally anchored back here. When you dropped the stone, you snapped back to Waystation.”

“See! Dropping it was a good thing!”

“I can’t study it now!”

“You couldn’t study it while it was with me in the past either,” Beck said.

“Yes, but…”

“Did you want your captain back?”

“Yes.”

“Then forget the rock,” Beck said charging toward the door. “Or forget about it in a few minutes after we finish yelling at the Piranthi for bringing that thing onto my station!”



They found the Piranthi delegation in the auditorium making final preparations for the auction that was due to begin within the hour. Beck burst through the doors and stormed down the aisle toward the stage, her fury building with each step. Somewhere in her psyche, she knew there was no reason to be this upset. She was just transferring her anger about Admiral Fonn to this situation, and she if she wasn’t careful, she was going to go straight off the deep end.

But going off the deep end sounded pretty appealing to her at the moment.

She skipped the stairs and instead leapt up onto the auditorium stage as Porter jogged down the aisle behind her struggling to keep up.

“Who’s in charge here?” Beck demanded, planting her hands on her hips and glaring at the seven Piranthi on the stage. The three robed figures from the night before, who had been observing the preparations from the rear of the stage, stepped forward, their movements an eerily synchronized glide as they approached. The trio stopped just in front of Beck and pulled their hoods back, revealing three serenely smiling Piranthi faces.

“You are,” the central one of the three said adoringly.

“I’m in charge of this station,” Beck said impatiently. “I want to speak to the one of you who brought that rock here!”

“The stone was destined for you, just as you are destined to impart the words to us.”

Beck’s mind had a quick battle between the forces of confusion and the forces of anger. Fortunately, Porter reached her and put a calming hand on her arm before the forces of anger could bash the confusion into submission.

“This destiny stuff is interesting and all,” Porter said, “but you have transported an object with unpredictable temporal properties aboard a Starfleet facility. That’s kind of a crime. We just want to know where it came from and what you were doing with it.”

“Her Greatness brought it to us, and we have returned it to her, completing the circle. The time is at hand, and we are in the appointed place. We will now receive the words.”

“Oh, I’ve got some words,” Beck said, winding up for one hell of a tirade. Before she could start, Porter yanked her off to the side of the stage. “What are you doing?” she demanded.

“Stopping you,” he said. “Do you realize what’s happened here?”

“Cryptic robed guys are pissing me off.”

“You’re a part of a predestination paradox! Well, actually, it’s more of an ontological paradox, but…”

“Oh no. No no no. No time crap,” Beck said with growing alarm. If there was a way to make today worse, this was it.

Porter continued undaunted. “You said the stone sent you to what looked like the past on Piranthi, right?”

“Yes.”

“And you dropped the rock.”

“Yes.”

“And what else?”

“What do you mean what else? I was there, I dropped the rock, and then I was back here.”

“You were talking when you reappeared. What exactly did you say?”

“I don’t know exactly. I was blaming you for sending back there. I said something about having some words for you when I got back to Waystation,” Beck replied.

“Words,” Porter said. “Someone who saw you appear must have written down what you said and saved the stone.”

“So wait. I went back in time and gave them a stone which they then gave to me now, so I could take it back in time and give it to them?”

“Pretty much.”

“So where did the stone come from?”

“That’s why it’s an ontological paradox,” Porter said.

“Um…right. Now that we’ve settled that we can get back to…” Beck trailed off as the full import of what this all meant struck her. “Oh no. They made me part of their religion, didn’t they?”

“Looks like it. You’ve possibly been a part of their belief system for thousands of years.”

“And they want me to say something to them.”

“That’s why they’re here.”

“And if I don’t, I could be shattering their society.”

“Yep.”

“What the hell am I supposed to tell them?”

“Not much. Probably just the wisdom of the ages,” Porter said.

“Great. No pressure,” Beck muttered.

“You could just go talk to them,” Porter said. “At this point they might think anything you tell them is some kind of revelation.”

“No way. I’m not going to do that. This is possibly the future of their planet we’re messing around with here. I need time to prepare something. Stall them.”

“What?” Porter exclaimed as Beck hopped off the stage and started toward the doors.

“Tell them to expect me at 1700 hours,” Beck called back.

“Is that enough time to come up with the meaning of life?”

“I damn sure hope so.”



“This is Fleet Admiral Ra’al,” the delicate-featured Hinaree woman on Auditmi’s monitor said, a hint of irritation evident in her voice. “You wished to speak with me.”

“Yes, Admiral Ra’al. I appreciate you allowing me to take up a little bit of your time,” Auditmi said with a quick bow of his head. “My name is Auditmi. I am the Acting CEO of Dillon Enterprises.”

“Yes yes. Commodore Gould told me who you were before he put you through to me. Frankly, Mister Auditmi, I am not in the habit of receiving or responding to comms from civilians. You told the Commodore that this was a matter of some urgency; although, I cannot imagine what issues of yours could possibly concern me.”

“I can certainly understand why you would feel that way, and, to be perfectly honest, what I am about to request does not really concern you at all. However, I hope you will hear me out.”

“You have my attention, but my patience is not infinite.”

“Of course. I have recently learned that Captain Lisa Beck of Waystation is about to be replaced. As you know, the headquarters of Dillon Enterprises is also on Waystation, and we do not agree with this decision at all. Captain Beck is an excellent officer, and we would ask that Starfleet keep her here in command where she belongs.”

“You want me to recall my admiral.”

“Yes. That is exactly what I want.”

Ra’al smiled slightly. “Now why, pray tell, should I allow a business such as yours to dictate where my officers are posted?”

“I am not trying to dictate anything, but I would hope that out of respect for President Dillon, you would consider my request.”

“Ahhh,” Ra’al said nodding. “So this was Bradley Dillon’s idea.”

“Absolutely not. He has no idea that I am speaking to you. However, I am sure he would consider the recall of your admiral to be a personal favor.”

“Starfleet has done more than enough favors for Bradley Dillon,” Ra’al said. “In case you had not noticed, he currently has an entire Galaxy class starship and crew at his disposal, so that he can run around the galaxy chasing myths.”

“With all due respect, the Bast are not myths.”

“They might as well be,” Ra’al snapped.

“I understand your feelings, but President Dillon and the Bast are not really the issue here. A fine officer is about to be summarily displaced at the whim of Starfleet, and I can see no reason for it!” Auditmi said, growing flustered.

“This was not done on whim. Admiral Fonn has had a distinguished career in this organization and has earned some say in the direction of his career. Despite my efforts to dissuade him, he wanted to go to Waystation, and that’s where he is going. I will not deny his request just because Dillon Enterprises is more comfortable with Captain Beck. Change happens, Mister Auditmi. The sooner you and Bradley Dillon understand that, the better for you. Good day. Ra’al out.”

The channel was cut abruptly, leaving Auditmi gaping impotently at a blank screen.

So much for that. It was evidently time for Plan B.

Now he just had to figure out what Plan B was.



With work to be done, Beck had retreated to the quiet of her office. Since she had a task to focus on, namely setting the course for the future of an entire world, petty matters such as packing up her belongings didn’t cross her mind.

In fact, the only thing that pulled her away from her computer screen after several hours of intense concentration was the sound of her door chime.

“Come on in,” she called, looking up from her screen to see Commander Morales stepping into the office.

“Am I disturbing you?” he asked.

“No. Not really,” Beck said, leaning back in her chair. “Just trying to get my thoughts together.”

“How is it coming?”

“Wonderful,” Beck said, spinning the desk console toward Morales. The screen was completely blank.

“Hmmm…an interesting approach,” he said diplomatically.

“Great huh?” she replied, shaking her head in exasperation. “Is there something you need me for in Ops?”

“No. We just received word from Admiral Fonn’s runabout. He’s three hours out. I thought I would tell you in person instead of broadcasting it over the comm for all of Ops to hear.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that,” Beck said. “Well, I’m supposed to speak to the Piranthi in about 40 minutes. Maybe I can convince them to take me as a ritual sacrifice.”

“Starfleet tends to frown on that kind of thing.”

“Yeah well, they don’t generally like their officers to become deities either.”

“There is a precedent,” Morales said. “Benjamin Sisko was the Emissary of the Bajoran people.”

“Oh right, and we all know how well that worked out for him,” Beck remarked sarcastically. “Still, I guess I have something else in common with Steph’s older brother now. We could start a deity’s club. He’d probably like that a little too much.”

“Probably,” Morales said.

Beck groaned. “Oh, Morales! What am I going to tell these people? I’m not a writer, and I sure as hell don’t have some great philosophy to impart to them.”

“Maybe you’re trying too hard.”

“Sure. I’m expected to fulfil a prophecy that’s been around for a few thousand years, but no biggie. I’ll just wing it.”

“Did you plan out the speech you gave to the Multek Council of Elders a few months ago?” Morales asked undaunted.

“Well no.”

“And that seemed to go okay. You convinced them to open the Enclave to outsiders, which isn’t exactly a small thing.”

“So you’re saying I should wing it.”

“I’m saying you should think about what you believe in, and then tell that to the Piranthi. If they want a philosophy, give them yours. They couldn’t do any better than that.”

“You’re about to get sappy on me, aren’t you?” Beck said with a warm smile.

“A little,” Morales said. “If the Piranthi asked me what I believe in, I’d have an easy answer. I believe in you. I’ve served under you for almost six years now, and not once have I ever seen you act with anything other than the best interests of your crew in mind.”

“I accepted the power of the Q, tortured Russell, rampaged around the galaxy, and almost let you all be killed by a vindictive semi-omnipotent being,” Beck said flatly.

“One minor lapse in judgment. But you came out of it. The point is that you’re a good captain and a great person. The Piranthi couldn’t have a better model to emulate. And there’s no other person in the universe who can command Waystation better than you.”

“Thank you, Walter,” Beck said softly. “That means a lot. It really does.”

“Good,” Morales said. “I meant every word of it.”

“I know. You should get back out there. I need to figure out how to write about what I believe in.”

“If all else fails, just use quotes from other people that express what you want to say.”

“Let somebody else do the writing. I like that,” Beck said.

“I’m happy I could help,” Morales said. “I’ll see you later on then.” He moved to leave.

“Walter?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you again. You’ve helped a lot. I was nowhere on this before you came by. You may have just helped set the course for the future of an entire planet.”

Morales grinned. “That will be a nice response when Steph asks me how my day was at dinner tonight. I determined the future of an entire planet.”

“Don’t get cocky,” Beck said with a chuckle.

“Yes, ma’am,” Morales said, heading out the door and leaving Beck to her work.

Quotes that sum up her beliefs. Now that shouldn’t be too hard. Time to hit the computer banks.



Well, it wasn’t a speech. That much was certain. After a mad dash through the station’s databanks, Captain Beck had managed to assemble more of a list of ideas than anything else, but, as Morales had pointed out, she’d winged it in the past. At least this time she’d have some words in front of her.

By the time she compiled her list of ideas and made her way back to the auditorium, she was running a good ten minutes late. But then the Piranthi had been waiting for her pronouncement for a few thousand years. Ten more minutes wasn’t going to kill them…she hoped. They weren’t going to commit ritual suicide or anything if their deity didn’t show up at the pronounced time were they?

Beck jogged the last bit of the way to the auditorium and rushed through the doors to find the room quiet. The auction had ended over an hour earlier, and now there were eight Piranthi, including the three robed ones, sitting patiently in the front row.

“Are they upset?” Beck asked Lieutenant Commander Porter, who had been waiting at the rear of the auditorium for her to arrive.

“If they are, they aren’t showing it,” he replied. “It’s a quiet bunch.”

“Good. How did their auction go?” At least if they’d made some latinum or a few credits, they might be in a happy mood and more receptive to her words, even if she did end up feeding them a load of crap.

“Hard to say. Can you really put a value on a dirty pot?” Porter said. “Everything sold, but honestly, I don’t think they cared much about any of it. They’re here for you.”

Beck tapped the padd she was carrying. “I guess I’d better not keep them waiting any longer then,” she said, starting down the aisle toward the stage.

“Knock ’em dead,” Porter said with a grin. “You’re a deity now, so you can. Just smite them or something.”

Beck chuckled but continued on her way as Porter moved to take a seat at the rear of the auditorium. Just as he sat down, Commander Morales and Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges quietly slipped in through the doors.

“Did we miss it?” Hodges whispered taking a seat beside Porter.

“You’re just in time,” Porter replied as Morales settled in beside Hodges.

“Good afternoon, everyone,” Beck said, taking the stage. “You’ve come a long way to be here today, and I know that you’ve been waiting a long time to hear from me. Your entire view of the universe around you has in a way been leading you to now. You knew I was coming. It was ordained. You had a goal to reach. A finish line to look to. But what happens now? What happens when you go home to Piranthi and have to figure out what’s next for your society?

“The honest truth is that I don’t know. I don’t have all of the answers. I don’t know your species well enough to even ask the questions. The best I can hope to do is share with you a little of the wisdom of my homeworld, Earth. Everything I’m about to tell you has been said before. They are the words of others. But they sum up what I think it means to be a citizen of the universe, and each and everyone of you is part of that citizenry.”

Beck glanced down at her padd. “The individual is the central, rarest, most precious capital resource of our society,” she read. “What can you or I do? Alone, almost nothing. Yet one person - you alone - can make the difference…. The failure of just one person to join, to participate, to do whatever he or she can - your failure or my failure - may mean that there is just one too few to win the fight for sanity, and so leave the universe on the road to destruction. Each of us, all of us, must do what we can. The universe is a dangerous place, not because of those who do evil, but because of those who look on and do nothing. Every man must decide whether he will walk in the creative light of altruism or the darkness of destructive selfishness. This is the judgement. Life’s persistent and most urgent question is, ‘What are you doing for others?’

“This idea extends beyond the individual to the institutions of government that lead your world and to the United Federation of Planets to which your world belongs,” Beck continued, before referring back to her padd. “The care of sentient life and happiness, and not their destruction, is the first and only object of good government. Of all tyrannies, a tyranny exercised for the good of its victims may be the most oppressive. It may be better to live under robber barons than under omnipotent moral busybodies. The robber baron’s cruelty may sometimes sleep, his cupidity may at some point be satiated; but those who torment us for our own good will torment us without end, for they do so with the approval of their own conscience. Nothing in the world is more dangerous than sincere ignorance and conscientious stupidity.

“We have had, continue to have, and will always have wars, and grief, and struggle…we will climb up and fall down…but each time we climb a little higher, and in the end, we do build the world that our ancestors would have wanted for us… we do leave the cradle at last, and we take our place among the stars teaching those who follow us.

“But what got us to the stars? What leads to the progress of our societies? It’s a willingness to look beyond the past and reach for the future. A good world needs knowledge, kindliness, and courage; it does not need a regretful hankering after the past or a fettering of the free intelligence by the words uttered long ago by ignorant beings. It takes a lot of courage to release the familiar and seemingly secure, to embrace the new. But there is no real security in what is no longer meaningful. There is more security in the adventurous and exciting, for in movement there is life, and in change there is power. Your current safety zones were once unknown frontiers. These frontiers are where the mysteries lie. The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the source of all true art and all science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger, who can no longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead: his eyes are closed. The possession of knowledge does not kill the sense of wonder and mystery. There is always more mystery.

“The fundamental fact about the Greeks, who were an ancient culture on my world, was that they had to use their minds. The ancient priests had said, ‘This far and no farther. We set the limits of thought.’ The Greeks said, ‘All things are to be examined and called into question. There are no limits set on thought.’ Believe nothing just because a so-called wise person said it. Believe nothing just because a belief is generally held. Believe nothing just because it is said in ancient books. Believe nothing just because it is said to be of divine origin. Believe nothing just because someone else believes it. Believe only what you yourself test and judge to be true.

“Limitless thought. Imagination. Dreams. These are what lead us to new ideas and ways of looking at the universe that we may never have considered before. Without leaps of imagination, or dreaming, we lose the excitement of possibilities. Dreaming, after all, is a form of planning.”

Beck scrolled farther down her padd. She was quickly running out of material here. “And…um…you may say I’m a dreamer, but I’m not the only one, I hope someday you will join us, and the world will live as one. Every new beginning comes from some other beginning’s end. Er…you can’t always get what you want, but if you try sometime you just might find, you get what you need. Climb every mountain, ford every stream, follow every rainbow, ’til you find your dream. You’ve got to follow that dream, wherever that dream may lead. You got to know when to hold them, know when to fold them, know when to walk away, and know when to run. In your life expect some trouble, when you worry you make it double. Life is very short and there’s no time for fussing and fighting my friend. Time is a valuable thing, watch it fly by as the pendulum swings. Watch it count down to the end of the day, the clock ticks life away. It’s a hard knock life. I get knocked down, but I get up again. You’re never gonna keep me down.”

“So…er…remember, only you can set you free. Oz never did give anything to the Tin Man, that he didn’t, didn’t already have. This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine. To right the unrightable wrong, to be better far than you are, to try when your arms are to weary, to reach the unreachable star. Someday we’ll find it, the rainbow connection, the lovers, the dreamers, and me. There is no life I know to compare with pure imagination. Living there you’ll be free If you truly wish to be. And…um…and if you can’t be with the one you love, honey, love the one you’re with.”

“That’s pretty much it,” Beck said, looking expectantly at the Piranthi. “I hope that helps. Thanks for listening.”

The robed figures looked at each other, then turned back to Beck. “Thank you, She Who Spans Time. We will consider your words,” their leader said. “You’re sure that’s all of them?”

“Yep. That’s all I’ve got.”

“Ahh. I see.”

“What?”

“Well…not to be ungrateful Your Greatness, but we were expecting something more…revelatory.”

“You mean like a prophecy?”

“We have been waiting for you for millennia. And now that you’re here, we kind of thought that you would tell us what we should be doing for the next few millennia.”

“Er…live like I just told you?”

“No offense to you, Your Grace, but we pretty much already do. You’re positive you don’t have a grand quest for us or anything?”

“No. Sorry.”

“Ahh. Okay then. Thanks for your time.” The three robed figures stood in unison and made for the exit, the other Piranthi following close behind and muttering amongst themselves.

Beck shrugged and descended from the stage as Porter, Morales and Hodges approached her. “You just had to come watch me make a fool of myself, huh?” Beck said.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Hodges said.

“Russell wanted to be here too, but there was a disturbance at the Bye Bye Beck sale at Nandegar’s Secret that he had to deal with,” Morales said. He immediately blanched. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to mention that.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Beck replied. “Just a bit more crappy news to go with my crappy day and my crappy speech.”

“Well, I liked it,” Hodges said. “But you kind of lost me with the whole Tin Man, rainbow connection thing.”

“I wasn’t sure about that either,” Morales said. “But it was a great speech,” he added quickly.

“Thanks, but I think I just disappointed a planet.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it too much,” Porter said.

“Sure. It’s only one planet-full of people,” Beck remarked.

“And all of about fifty-six of them are members of the Cult of She Who Spans Time,” Porter said.

“Fifty-six?” Beck gaped. “Total?”

“Yep. I contacted Piranthi this afternoon and had a very pleasant chat with one of their census clerks.”

“You could have told me that before I gave my speech!” Beck said.

“I didn’t want to distract you with petty details,” Porter replied. “You had a lot on your mind.”

“Just so you know, I’ll be killing you for this at some time in the future,” Beck said, unable to stop a grin from crossing her face. “Fifty-six worshippers. Damn. And here I thought I was a major goddess.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 56342.7. After my address to them, the Prianthi beat a hasty retreat from Waystation. I guess this just goes to show that you should never worship something or someone that you’re actually going to get to meet live and in person. You’re bound to be disappointed. Hmm…maybe I should have put that in the speech as well. I could have told them about that time when I was twelve and I met Kyler Kyoll after one of his concerts. I had everything he’d ever done and more holos of him in my room than Hikaru Sulu. Then I met him, and he basically shoved me out of the way and told me to get lost, which was a bit disappointing considering I expected him to instantly fall madly in love with me and sweep me off to Alpha Centauri.”

I’m stalling here, and I know it. All right. Back to business. With the Pirathi gone, I still find myself with one nagging question: how did they know when to come find me? I mean I get that I mentioned Waystation and that I was going to have some words, but where did the when come from? Maybe the rock told them. At any rate, Lieutenant Commander Porter is happy because he now has an article to write and submit to Popular Temporal Mechanics.”

Now I must turn my attention to the next issue facing Waystation: the arrival of Admiral Fonn. His runabout will be here soon, at which point it will be time for me to perform my last official act as the commanding officer of this station.”



The Waystation command crew hadn’t had much call for their dress whites, but the arrival of a new station commander certainly qualified as a reason to put them on as far as Captain Beck was concerned. She was going to be a professional about this and handle the transfer of command in as professional of a way as she possibly could. Her officers were informed that they were to do the same as the group watched Admiral Fonn’s runabout land in Docking Bay Three. Beck didn’t actually think they would do anything to express their displeasure, but it never hurt to remind them to put on the full Starfleet Officer act. At the very least, it might head off an ill-timed wisecrack from Porter.

Landing maneuvers complete, the runabout’s hatch opened, allowing the crew to get their first look at Admiral Fonn. He was taller than Beck was expecting, just a bit under two meters tall or six foot two using the old Imperial scale. His long white hair was pulled back into a tight pony-tail, while his long white mustache was perfectly groomed with not a single stray whisker in sight.

He crisply descended the runabout steps and strode over to the delegation of officers that had gathered to meet him. “Captain Beck,” he said, bowing his head curtly to her. “I am Leelan Fonn. I believe you’ve been told to expect me.”

“That we have, Admiral. Welcome to Waystation,” Beck said. “This is my…”

“FLEE WHILE YOU CAN!” The suddenly shrill cry echoed through the docking bay, sending the command crew whirling around to locate its source. They quickly spotted a wide-eyed Auditmi charging toward Admiral Fonn. “This station is a den of horrors! Evil wanders its very halls! Escape now before it consumes you!”

The Zakdorn lunged at Fonn, but was knocked out of mid-air by a flying tackle from Russell. The pair hit the ground with a smack. On impact, Russell quickly pinned his opponent down as Beck rushed over.

“Auditmi!” she shouted. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Plan B?”

“Get him out of here,” Beck ordered Russell, who quickly hoisted Auditmi to his feet. “And find out what he’s babbling about.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Russell said, dragging the Zakdorn toward the exit.

Auditmi, meanwhile, had shifted from a babble to a full-on ramble. “Why am I doing this? This isn’t my type of thing. I’m a numbers guy. That’s what I’m good at. I don’t plot against…”

And then he was gone, yanked out into the corridor by Russell.

“I’m sorry about that, Admiral,” Beck said, turning back to Admiral Fonn, who had been watching the scene play out before him with cold detachment. “As James Kirk himself once said, ‘People can be very frightened of change.’ I’m sure it won’t happen again, though. But you must want to settle in. I can have Yeoman Jones show you to your quarters…”

“Actually, I would like to speak with you…in private,” Fonn said.

“Of course,” Beck said. “There is an office in Ops.”

“That would be fine,” Fonn replied, striding past her toward the corridor. Beck exchanged a look with her officers. The look on every one of their faces was sending a clear message: “uh oh.”



Admiral Fonn was silent during the ride up to Ops and exchanged only cursory nods with the officers manning the Ops consoles. Beck led him to her office (soon to be his office) and gestured for him to head inside, which he did, standing stiffly in the middle of her office until the doors closed.

“I apologize for not having the office cleared out for you,” Beck said. “It’s been a busy…”

“Oh Great Bird, I’m glad that’s over!” Fonn exclaimed suddenly, collapsing on the office sofa. He exhaled a deep breath as he untied his pony in a smooth motion.

“Excuse me?” Beck asked in shock. They were pretty much the only coherent words she could form at the moment.

“All that pomp and circumstance is such a pain in follicles,” the Efrosian admiral said, reclining languidly on the sofa. “That’s one of the things I hate about Headquarters. Every time you turn around, they want you back in that awful white get-up for some function or another. Do you know what happens when you put that uniform on a guy with hair and a mustache like mine? I practically vanish! Where’s Fonn? Oh wait. He might be that tiny patch of orange over there.”

He looked up at Beck and realized she was still standing there gawking at him.

“Sit down, Captain,” he said warmly, patting the armchair across from the sofa.

“Okay,” she said, still confused. “I mean, yes, sir.”

“Relax,” Fonn said as Beck sat down across from him. “Starfleet gave you the whole ‘you’re being replaced’ line, didn’t they?”

“Aren’t I?”

“Well, technically I guess my name’s going to be at the top of the command chart now, but I can assure you I want nothing to do with running this place. That’s what I’m trying to get away from.”

“I don’t understand. A man with your service record…”

“That’s just it!” Fonn interrupted. “Do you know how much work it was for me to compile that record? I’m tired! I’m done! But I’ve got three more years until I can retire at my goal level, so I’m going to spend them as far from Headquarters and the frontier as I possibly can.”

“But this is the frontier,” Beck said.

“It was once, but not any more. I’ve read up on you Beck. You’ve got the Multeks opening up to us. Your big threat, the Collectors, seems to have gotten out of the attacking business. And with President Dillon gone, nobody is going to be paying a bit of attention to what goes on here, which is fine by me. You keep on running this station, Captain. Just pretend I’m not here.”

“Pretend you’re not here.”

“Exactly.”

“Is this some kind of test?”

“NO! No tests. No nothing. I just want to be left alone to enjoy myself. My retirement starts now.”

“But Starfleet…”

“…can talk to you. It’s pretty standard for most business to be handled by subordinates anyway. Just keep doing what you’ve been doing. And look at it this way, you’ve now got somebody on board with some influence at Headquarters. I might be able to make your life a little easier.”

Beck rubbed her hand over her mouth, taking this all in. “So…you don’t want my office?”

“No way.”

“And you don’t want to be in the daily briefings?”

“Absolutely not. All you have to remember is three little words: I’m not here.”

Beck smiled, feeling a massive weight lifting off of her shoulders and the semi-nausea evaporating from her stomach. “I think I can handle that.”

“I knew you could,” Fonn said, getting to his feet. “Now what about those quarters?”

“I’ll take you,” Beck said. “And Admiral?”

“Yes?”

Beck extended her hand to him. “Welcome to Waystation.”

“Thank you,” Fonn said, shaking the offered hand. “Hmmm…on second thought, the quarters can wait. How about showing me where I can get a beer?”

“Now that I can definitely handle,” Beck said. “After you, Admiral.”

“Please. Call me Leelan.”

“All right, Leelan. After you. And the first round’s on me.”



THE END



* AUTHOR’S NOTE: Captain Beck’s speech is indeed made up of bits and pieces of many many quotes. Collect them all!




What About Baughb?



Captain Lisa Beck had barely settled into her booth at the Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet Andorian Restaurant when she heard her name being shouted from across the room. Fortunately, it was being called in an excited, boisterous fashion, so she was fairly sure that she wasn’t being summoned to deal with a crisis of some kind.

“Ah there she is!” Ih’mad, the Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet’s proprietor said, smiling broadly as he rushed up to her table. “My favorite customer and our glorious commanding officer. You are looking ravishing this morning.”

“Are you about to ask me for a favor, Ih’mad?” Beck asked with a grin. “Because I don’t think I’ve been buttered up this much in a long time.”

“A favor? By the hive, no! Why would I need anything on this day of all days? Everything I could possibly want is right here or coming my way.”

“Ah,” Beck said nodding in understanding. “You’ve had some good news I’d bet.”

“That I have,” Ih’mad said, his grin growing broader. “Baughb is coming back! At long last his exile is over, and he will be able to resume his rightful place waiting on my tables!”

Beck’s brow furrowed slightly as she thought this over. “Um…Ih’mad, I only exiled Baughb for a year…and that was almost three years ago.”

“So he was detained!” Ih’mad said. “Who cares? The important thing is that he’s coming back now. Today! I wonder if he’ll want to work the dinner shift…no. I should give him some time to settle back in. He can be here for breakfast tomorrow. And speaking of that most important of meals, Captain, I hope you enjoy yours. We just got in a shipment of kassh’ek’s eggs. Very fresh. Would you like some?”

“I’ll think about it. I’m waiting for someone else to join me, though.”

“Ah, so we are not dining alone this morning! This is good news! Ever since the departure of that Harper, you have seemed less yourself.”

“This isn’t a date, Ih’mad,” Beck said. “It’s just one of my officers. And since when did you start taking an interest in my personal life?”

“The well-being of my favorite customer and our station commander is of great interest to me. I know that Admiral Fonn person is now in charge, but you will always be the commander as far as I’m concerned.”

“Fortunately Fonn feels the same way,” Beck said.

“I don’t follow.”

“Never mind,” Beck said. “And you don’t need to worry about me. I’m just fine. You should worry about your own love life.”

“Ah, but there is no need for that, Captain. This restaurant is my only love, and I am her devoted spouse. I would rather be vivisected, deep fried, and served with a garnish of Velzzzsn leaves than to stray from her.”

“Your devotion is an inspiration,” Beck said just as she spotted her breakfast companion entering the restaurant. She raised her hand, waving Yeoman Tina Jones over to the table.

“Good morning, Captain,” Jones said, rushing over. “Am I late?”

“I don’t think so. I’m not looking at a clock, though, so I guess it doesn’t matter one way or the other. Have a seat.”

“Yes, do sit, Tina Jones, great hero of the battle against the Collectors,” Ih’mad said with a deep bow as he gestured for Jones to take a seat opposite Beck.

“I wasn’t a hero,” Jones said uncomfortably.

“Nonsense. You should have seen her handle that flamethrower, Captain. She was a vision.”

“A vision? Really?” Jones said, flattered.

“Most definitely. But I must be off. He will be arriving soon!”

“He who?” Jones asked.

“Baughb! He is returning from exile!” Ih’mad exclaimed happily before giving Jones one last bow and racing off toward the kitchen.

“Um…didn’t Baughb’s exile end like two years ago?” Jones asked Captain Beck.

“Yeah. I mentioned that to Ih’mad. He didn’t seem to care,” Beck replied. “He could definitely use a decent waiter back, though,” she added as two glasses of water, complete with the requisite chunks, were unceremoniously slopped down on the table by a passing member of the restaurant staff. “Do you know what you want to order?”

Jones shifted in her seat uncomfortably. “I…already ate.”

“Not an Andorian fan, eh?”

“No,” Jones said firmly. “Is that a problem?” she added suddenly nervous.

“No no. It’s fine,” Beck said. “If I made liking Andorian food a requirement, I wouldn’t have a staff left. I just wanted to get back to the issue of you getting into the Academy. Between the Multeks and Admiral Fonn, I’m afraid that got lost in the shuffle. I’m sorry about that.”

“It’s okay,” Jones said. “I knew you’d get to me when you could.”

“Thanks for your patience. Now everything is just about set for your admission. Your record shows great potential, and I have it on good authority that you’ve got some sparkling recommendations. Since you’re already a non-commissioned officer, you don’t have to take the entrance test. Instead in these cases, potential students are interviewed by a member of the admiralty who assess their suitability for the program. You’ve actually lucked out in this case. Until recently, this would have meant that you had to go somewhere else to meet with an admiral, but now you can have your chat with Admiral Fonn.”

“He’s willing to interview me?” Jones asked surprised. Word had spread fairly quickly around the station that the only thing Admiral Fonn was willing to do was relax. If you had business, you went through Captain Beck.

“Yes, he is. He’ll be expecting you to come by his quarters at 1100 hours.”

“Today?” Jones gasped in horror. “That soon?”

“Relax, Tina. It’s just an informal talk. Fonn will ask you some questions. Answer them as best you can.”

“I’d better go,” Jones said, scrambling out of the booth. “I need to get ready.”

“Don’t worry about it. You’ll do fine,” Beck said.

“Thank you, Captain. Good bye,” Jones said before rushing toward the exit. Don’t worry about it? Easy for Beck to say. It wasn’t her future on the line.



Watching Baughb’s transport land in Docking Bay Eight was something of a breach in etiquette, Ih’mad knew. Usually when an employee wished to regain his position after any kind of absence, that employee would come to the employer. And then there was the ritual mutilation. The Andorian Restauranteurs’ Guild had very clear regulations on this sort of thing, right down to how to select the body part to be mutilated.

Baughb was something more than just a waiter, though.

He was the best waiter Ih’mad had ever known.

Beyond that, though, Baughb had been exiled because he killed an assassin that had been sent to kill Ih’mad. Ih’mad couldn’t help but feel grateful to him even if he was only acting out of the loyalty a good employee should have toward his employer. That gratitude was why Ih’mad was willing to perform this breach of etiquette and actually meet Baughb’s transport in the docking bay.

After watching several other Andorians disembark from the ship, Ih’mad finally spotted Baughb descending the stairs. Baughb had filled out a bit, his gangly figure somewhat less gangly with the addition of some muscle mass. It suited him well.

“Ih’mad!” Baughb cried suddenly, seeing his former employer. He leapt down the remaining steps and raced toward Ih’mad, his shoulder bag bouncing along behind him. “It is so good to see you! Are you here to meet someone?” he asked.

“I’m here to see you,” Ih’mad said.

“Me? But…”

“I know,” Ih’mad said, smiling and wrapping an arm around Baughb’s shoulder. “But let’s say no more about my flaunting of tradition. Come! You must be hungry. We’ll get you something to eat.”

“At the restaurant?” Baughb asked.

“Of course at the restaurant! I will have Fh’lay fix you something very special!”

Ten minutes later, the pair was settled at a table in the secluded back corner of the Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet. Yes, Ih’mad was glad to have Baughb back, but there was no need to advertise to the rest of the restaurant that no mutilations would be taking place. That sort of thing could be bad for business.

“So,” Ih’mad said as the two split a J’azhad kabob appetizer plate. “How was the colony?”

“Challenging,” Baughb said. “It took me some time to find my place there, but now…now I wouldn’t give up the experience for anything. I learned so much about me and who I am. I can say with absolute certainty that I am a better Baughb than I was before.”

“I’m happy to hear it,” Ih’mad said. “As I’m sure our customers will be. The Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet just hasn’t been the same without you.”

“That’s very flattering,” Baughb replied as Ih’mad picked up another kabob skewer. “But I’m not coming back to work here.”

Ih’mad froze and took several seconds to fight down his reflexive urge to jam the kabob skewer into Baughb’s left eye socket.

“N-n-not coming back?” Ih’mad said confused. “But your exile is over, and you’re here. Why else would you be here if not to come back?”

“Waystation is my home,” Baughb said. “I realized that while I was on the colony. But I also realized something else, and I have you to thank.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you. You told me when I left that I was ready to start my own restaurant. I didn’t believe you at first. I thought you were just being nice.”

“I was being nice.”

“But you were also right. I knew in my heart that I was ready, but I didn’t have a vision.”

“What does vision have…”

“I needed a vision for my restaurant. I didn’t want to be just another restaurant that serves Andorian food. I wanted to create something special, just as Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet is special. I was lost, wandering the colony and working at various restaurants trying to find the inspiration I needed. But there was nothing…until I met a man. Oh but he’s so much more than a man. He’s…he’s the Z’arkbelst.”

“Oh svaatz,” Ih’mad muttered.

“The Z’arkbelst showed me the way. He sparked my vision, and he did it with a single word: Fusion!”

“Fusion?” Ih’mad said confused. “We already have fusion. What do you think powers the deep fryer and the scorching chamber?”

“Not that kind of fusion,” Baughb said with a rather creepy serene smile. “Food fusion. Andorian cuisine is the high point of culinary achievement in the galaxy, but it does not appeal to all palettes. But if we were to combine our recipes with the styles of other worlds, maybe we could bridge the gap. That is what the Z’arkbelst showed me, and now I have come back to my home to make the idea a reality.”

“You’re opening a restaurant. Here,” Ih’mad said, his grip on the kabob skewer tightening.

“Yes. It’s going to be on the second level of the mall between the food court and Sorbok’s Shoes and Sandals.”

“Wait. There’s already something going in there. Work has been going on behind a temporary wall for a week now.”

“That’s us!” Baughb said proudly. “I wanted to surprise you, so I requested that the construction crew not tell anybody the name of the place. Construction is just about complete, and as soon as I’ve hired and trained a staff, McBaughb’s will be open for business!”

“McBaughb’s?”

“Yes! Isn’t it wonderful?”

“I don’t know what it means. What is this ‘Mc’?”

“It’s an Earth prefix for an establishment that serves fine cuisine at a rapid pace. Their history mentions a rather prominent one opened by a man named Donald.”

“You have joined your name to an Earth name?” Ih’mad said in horror and disgust.

“It’s fusion!”

“It’s insane! It’s an outrage! It’s a deep violation of our sacred duty as preparers of our world’s meals. How could you?”

And still Baughb smiled. “The Z’arkbelst had made me see the future.”

“The Z’arkbelst is a human! And those deluded fools who worship him are as nuts as you are.”

“It takes some time to adjust to new ideas.”

“New ideas! This is nothing but a desecration of the Andorian culinary arts! Here I was, ready to welcome you back to my employ, and I wasn’t even going to take your antenna! What’s happened to you, Baughb? You are not the loyal waiter who left here three years ago.”

“I’ve found myself.”

“And if this weren’t a new suit, you’d find yourself in the Mishtak pit with my knee in your spine! Get out! Get out before I change my mind and have you hung up in the back and your organs stripped for ingredients!”

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” Baughb said, rising from the table. “You’ve always been good to me, Ih’mad. I sincerely hope that in time you understand what I am trying to do.”

“I understand it fine,” Ih’mad snapped. “And I want no part of it.”

“Very well.” Baughb started toward the exit.

“And don’t come crawling back here when your McBaughb’s abomination fails!” Ih’mad called after him. “You will never wait tables for me again! I don’t care if you give me both antennae and a lung!”

Baughb didn’t respond. Instead he continued out into the mall, his antennae hanging sadly.



Yeoman Jones timed her approach to Admiral Fonn’s quarters very carefully, moving down the corridor with measured steps. Punctuality was important, but if she arrived right at 1100, it might seem like she had rushed and made it just in the nick of time. On the other hand, if she was too early, she could come across as too eager or, worse, disrespectful of her appointed arrival time. Therefore, she was aiming for 1058 hours. Close to 1100, but not too close.

At exactly 1058, she stepped up to the door of Fonn’s quarters and gave her uniform a final straightening tug before ringing the door chime.

“Hang on a second! Be right there!” Fonn’s voice called from inside over the din of several clattering objects. This was soon followed by several exclamations from Fonn that Jones had to assume were Efrosian profanities. Moments later, the door opened, revealing the admiral. He was dressed in a rugged pair of green pants, covered in pockets, a red plaid flannel shirt, a green vest also covered in pockets, and a matching green wide brimmed hat, which his long white hair spilled out of.

“Yeoman Jones, right?” he asked quickly.

“Um…yes, sir,” Jones said, unable to stop herself from looking past him at the pile of objects scattered on the floor behind him: two fairly sizable cases, a net on a pole, and two other long pole-like implements. Was this an interview or an interrogation? Was resistance to torture a prerequisite to getting into the Academy?

“Good,” Fonn said, dragging her focus back to him as he stood aside so that Jones could enter. “You can help me carry this stuff.”

“We’re going somewhere?” Jones asked, even more confused.

“Unless you think we can catch something while sitting on my sofa,” Fonn said with a chuckle.

“You mean like a disease?”

“Fish, Jones,” Fonn said, scooping up a pole and holding it out to her. “We’re going to catch fish.”

“Fish.”

“Little creatures that swim. Grab that case, and let’s go. We’re wasting my holodeck time.”

“I’m sorry to be dense, sir, but you’re going to interview me on the holodeck?”

“I’ve had this time scheduled for a while, and I don’t see any reason to give it up just so we can chat here. We can talk just as easily sitting on a nice, sunny riverbank, don’t you think?”

“I guess so,” Jones said. “But…I’ve never been fishing before. I don’t think I’ll be able to catch anything.”

Fonn smiled broadly. “If you’re trying to catch something, you’re missing the point,” he said, grabbing up the other case and pole. “After you, Yeoman.”

Well, Jones had to admit that this would probably be preferable to being hammered with questions by Fonn in some formal setting. Better to let some fish get grilled instead of her.



The purchase order padds sat on Ih’mad’s desk as the Andorian stared blankly out of the windows of his small business office at the rear of the Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet into the restaurant’s kitchen. For a time after Ih’mad threw Baughb out of the restaurant, he was so overcome with rage that he’d done nothing but scream at the kitchen staff, which was hardly fair considering the skill and dedicated they showed in their work. He was too blinded with fury to care, though. Finally, his anger spent, he retreated to his office and collapsed into his chair determined to bury himself in business minutia. There were spleens to order, after all.

But the padds remained untouched. Ih’mad had not been able to focus on anything other than his former waiter. How could he think that blending Andorian cuisine with that of other cultures was a good idea? It was…

It was not the point.

The point was that Ih’mad felt betrayed. Baughb didn’t want to be his waiter anymore, and, more than that, he’d come back to Waystation to open up a competing restaurant! By rights, Ih’mad should march right up to the little z’annsk with a nice sharp kh’lezzt and jam it right into his fraszznit!

A pounding on his office door snapped his attention out of his thoughts of vengeance. The door burst open, admitting Du’vht, his prep cook. “Someone is here,” she announced, obviously annoyed to be the one to deliver the message. Of course, she was also most likely a bit miffed at Ih’mad for the way he’d attacked her carrot slicing technique.

“Who is it?” Ih’mad asked.

“He is wrinkly,” she said in disgust.

“Is that a name or an adjective?”

“Do not mock me with your grammar!” she snapped.

“Send him in,” Ih’mad said. “Then go cut something!” Du’vht bowed her head quickly, then stormed back out into the kitchen.

“I said cut something!” he shouted after her. “Not someone!”

“K’vaaatzz!” she screamed back. Moments later, a bulbous figure stepped into the doorway. He was indeed wrinkly, but that was because he was a Zakdorn. Wrinkles kind of came with the package.

“Mister Ih’mad,” the Zakdorn said by way of greeting as he entered the office. “Thank you for seeing me. I am Mister Auditmi, Acting CEO of Dillon Ent…”

“I know who you are,” Ih’mad said. “You’ve more than made your presence known at the meetings of the Waystation Merchants Association.”

“The interests of Dillon Enterprises must be represented,” Auditmi said with a slight bow of his head. “In fact, that is why I am here.”

“I cannot see how the interests of Dillon Enterprises have anything to do with me,” Ih’mad said

“Actually, in this instance, our interests and yours intersect, Mister Ih’mad. May I sit down?” Auditmi said, gesturing toward the chair opposite Ih’mad’s desk.

“Fine,” Ih’mad said. “Just let me deactivate the spikes.”

“Spikes?”

“Nothing to concern yourself with. Now, Mister Auditmi, I am a busy man. Please get to whatever point you have to make, so that I can get you out of my office.”

“Very well. I believe I can sum it up in a word: McBaughb’s.”

Ih’mad tried to hide his surprise at this, but his antennae shooting straight up in the air probably gave him away. “You know about that then?” he said, attempting to maintain a level tone to his voice.

“I was informed when the help wanted ads hit the station network a short time ago.”

“At least it’s nice to know that Dillon Enterprises isn’t omniscient.”

“We try to stay abreast of information that can affect our operations. And based on the available information, it appears to me that presence of McBaughb’s would be…undesirable.”

“And what information is that? The help wanted ads?”

“Not hardly. I contacted some sources at the Andorian colony where Mister Baughb has been living for the last few years and learned that he has already piloted some of his recipes and ideas there to off-worlders of various species visiting the colony. The response was rather favorable. I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but our concern is that McBaughb’s will cause a decline in sales at our Double D Diner. Dillon’s Restaurant, since it provides a far more elegant dining experience, would not be affected. Your operation, however, most likely will be. Two Andorian-themed restaurants, one of which provides meals tailored to a wider array of palettes and serves those meals in a fraction of the time. It’s not hard to imagine that the slower, more traditional establishment will come out the loser in this particular battle.”

The Zakdorn ended his statement with a quick flash of a smile as Ih’mad stared at him with a cold intensity.

“Of course,” Auditmi continued, “we cannot restrict commerce on the station. Who knows? Perhaps a bit of competition could do us both some good. I guess we’ll be finding out…unless some unfortunate circumstance were to prevent the opening of McBaughb’s.” Auditmi fell silent, leaving the room quiet for several moments. Auditmi shifted in his seat.

“You are very bad at this,” Ih’mad said finally.

“It’s not really my area. I assume you got the message, though.”

“It was somewhat hard to miss.”

“And?”

“And you don’t want me to respond to that.”

“I don’t? No! I don’t! Absolutely not,” Auditmi said, quickly rising from his seat. “It’s been a pleasure talking to you.”

“No, it hasn’t.”

“That is true as well. It will hopefully be mutually beneficial, though.”

“We shall see,” Ih’mad said thoughtfully.

“In that case, I will leave you to it. Not that there’s anything that…oh never mind!” Auditmi fled the office before he said anything else.

With the Zakdorn gone, Ih’mad considered what had been not-so-subtly suggested. Taking some kind of nefarious action would certainly be an improvement over the impotent fuming he’d been doing up until now. And it’d been a while since he’d engaged in any clandestine sabotage. Why not go have some fun?



It was really a perfect day for fishing, which wasn’t all that surprising considering that they were in a holodeck and able to order up whatever weather conditions they wanted. Of course, Yeoman Jones was also assuming that this was perfect fishing weather. It certainly seemed perfect to her. Sunny, but not blinding. Warm, but not too warm. A nice, but not too cool breeze blowing by.

Frankly she would have been content to just sit there and relax for the rest of the day. If only that pesky interview thing wasn’t nagging at the back of her brain. Actually, it was more like the front. She’d been able to think of little else for the entire half hour or so that they’d been in the holodeck. Admiral Fonn, however, seemed to have little interest in doing anything beyond reclining on a river bank with his line in the water.

“Jones,” he said finally, snapping the yeoman to attention.

“Yes, sir!” she said crisply. This was it. Finally she’d be able to get this over with.

“Woah. Relax. You’re scaring the fish.”

“Sorry, sir. You wanted to say something?”

“Yeah. Hand me that basket beside you.”

“Oh. Yes, sir,” she said, deflating. She grabbed the heavy case and hoisted it over to Admiral Fonn, who flipped it open with his left hand, keeping his right hand wrapped around his fishing pole at all times. Inside were several different containers of food, one of which Fonn placed in his lap and opened, releasing a stench unlike anything Jones had encountered anywhere in the galaxy. She fought to keep a straight face and not flee as Fonn picked a stringy greenish grey bit of plant matter up out of the container and shoved it into his mouth.

“Nothing like homemade!” he said with a happy sigh. “You want some?”

“I ate before our meeting,” Jones said weakly.

“Just a nibble?”

“No thanks.”

“That’s okay. Nothing else seems to be nibbling either.”

“I thought that you said catching the fish wasn’t the point,” Jones said.

“It’s not,” Fonn replied. “It’d still be nice, though.” He continued putting handfuls of the substance into his mouth, then put the empty container aside before opening up another, which let loose an even fouler odor.”

“Ponouli?” he offered, holding the container out to Jones. She took one look at the foamy red substance and instantly regretted it. She shook her head quickly. “I know. I know,” Fonn said. “You just ate.”

“Thank you anyway,” she said politely.

“So,” Fonn said after a few more minutes of chowing down on the various foods he’d brought along (No matter what happened today, Yeoman Jones knew she would be leaving this experience with one new-found bit of knowledge: Efrosian food stinks). “You want to be an officer, huh?”

“Yes, sir,” she said eagerly. Finally they were getting to the interview part of this interview!

“I can’t say that I blame you. It’s not too bad at the top. So have you got a speciality in mind or is this just a way to stop being a yeoman?”

“I want to get into security,” Jones replied.

Fonn let out a low whistle. “You’re certainly not taking the easy route to a desk job, now are you? What would make you want to leave your nice hospitality job for something like security.”

“The captain feels I have a knack for it,” Jones said with a shrug.

“Do you?”

“Well…I guess so. I’ve really enjoyed the security-type things I’ve had to do from time to time. And Lieutenant Commander Russell says I’m a natural with a phaser. When the Collectors were attacking us, I shot a bunch of them, and it just felt right. Like I was doing what I was always meant to do.”

“So you’re either a born security officer or psychologically disturbed,” Fonn said.

“I really don’t like hurting people. I’m just good with a phaser,” Jones said quickly, worried that Fonn was about to recommend that she be admitted to Tantalus V instead of the Academy.

“I’m just joking with you, Yeoman,” Fonn said with a grin. “People have all kinds of talents. But security is more than shooting people from a safe distance. There’s a serious physical requirement. You think you’re up for that.”

“I smashed a desk with my bare hands once. Just a hand, actually.”

“Accident?”

“Karate.”

“Ahhh. You know Karate?”

“The colony where I grew up was very boring. It kept me busy.”

“Okay. So boredom incites you to violence.”

“That’s not what I…”

“Kidding, Yeoman!” Fonn said, cutting her off.

“Sorry, sir.”

“It’s okay. It just shows me that you’re serious about this.”

“Oh I am. I definitely am.”

“And you’re willing to put in the work that the Academy is going to require?”

“Absolutely.”

“Okay. That’s…” Fonn trailed off as his gaze shift from Jones to something behind her and his smile faded into a look of confusion.

Jones turned her head and saw that they were no longer alone. A human male in an Earth Park Service uniform had just emerged from the woods a bit farther down the river and was heading their direction. He didn’t look at all pleased.

“I don’t remember requesting him,” Fonn said.

“He looks like a park ranger,” Jones said. “If you asked the holodeck to recreate a park on Earth, he may just be part of the program, since he’d be in the actual park.”

“Remind me to be more specific next time.”

“What do you think he wants?”

“I can’t say that I care. This is my holodeck program, and I’m here to fish, not deal with the local bureaucracy. Would you deal with him?”

“Um…okay. Sure. I guess,” Jones replied, getting to her feet just as the park ranger reached them.

“Ma’am,” the park ranger said, tipping his hat politely. “Sir. How are you today?”

“Fine,” Jones said. “It’s very pretty here.”

“It is, isn’t it? Of course, it will only remain pretty if scum- sucking pieces of filth like yourselves don’t mess it all up.”

Jones choked slightly at the ranger’s words. “Did you just call us…”

“Scum suckers,” the ranger snapped, cutting her off. “Did you think we wouldn’t notice? Did you think you could come in here and rape this river without permission? Where is your permit? Where is your fishing license? WHERE? I’ll tell you where. NOWHERE! We don’t give licenses to fish in this pristine waterway. You’re going down! Both of you! And I’m going to make it my personal mission to make sure that you two wastes of DNA are thrown into the deepest, darkest dungeon we can find where you’ll spend the rest of your days enslaved to a sadistic Nausicaan who’ll do the same thing to your asses that you’ve done to this river!”

Jones gulped hard and looked back to Admiral Fonn for some assistance. The elder Efrosian very carefully set his fishing pole aside, got to his feet, then broke down laughing hysterically.

“YOU THINK I’M FUNNY!” the park ranger bellowed.

Fonn was gasping for air by this point.

“WHAT ARE YOU LAUGHING AT!” the ranger screamed, growing even more agitated.

“If it’s any consolation, I’m not sure what he’s laughing about either,” Jones said.

“He’s not going to be laughing for long,” the ranger said darkly. Suddenly, his right arm, which had been at his hips with his finger hooked in his belt loop, flickered and reappeared extended at Fonn, a phaser in his hand.

Instinct took over Jones, sending her diving at the ranger’s arm just as he fired the weapon. She knocked the blast aside, causing it to only graze Fonn’s arm. On the bright side, the ranger had gotten his wish. Fonn was no longer laughing. Instead, he was gaping in horror at the sizzling fabric of his shirt.

“But that can’t happen. The safeties…” he said.

“The holodeck safeties are off!” Jones exclaimed. “Computer, end program!”

“Chualitfuowoooooo,” the computer replied, its voice a mechanical groan.

Nothing happened. The river, the forest, and the furious park ranger were all still there.

Oh why couldn’t this ever be easy?

And why were the ranger’s eyes now glowing red?

“You’re about see how we do things in the park service,” the ranger said, his voice reverberating unnaturally.

“Can I get a rain check?” Jones asked. Before the ranger could respond, she went into a roundhouse kick, catching him on the side of the head and sending him flying into the river, where he promptly sank under the surface.

“Nicely done!” Fonn said.

“Thanks, but I was aiming for his hand. I wanted the phaser. I’m a bit out of practice.”

“You did fine,” Fonn said, watching the river and waiting for the ranger to reappear.

“Did I kill him?” Jones asked concerned.

“I hope so,” Fonn said. “We need to find a way out of here.”

“Um…Admiral,” Jones said, pointing downstream to where the ranger was now climbing up the riverbank, dripping wet. He flickered again and was suddenly dry with a fresh phaser in his hand.

“What the hell is going on here?” Fonn said.

“Who cares? Let’s go!” Jones said, grabbing Fonn’s arm and dragging him away from the riverbank.

“But my gear…”

“The hell with your gear!” Jones shouted. “Sir,” she added sheepishly. A phaser blast searing over their heads punctuated her point. The pair took off running down the river.

Some movement in the water caught Jones’s eyes. She glanced over and screamed.

Thousands of fish heads were bobbing above the water, watching Jones and Fonn with glowing red eyes as they fled.

“Away from the river!” Jones cried, yanking Fonn into the woods. She heard a horrible screeching coming from behind them. Looking back, she saw that the fish were actually climbing out of the river and padding after her and Fonn on their fins, screaming as they charged by the thousands. She didn’t know that fish were even capable of producing sound.

The trees would provide some cover at least. But they could only hide for so long, especially if every woodland creature was going to be after them as well.

She had to think. How were they going to get out of there if the computer wasn’t responding? Normally, she’d just call for help, but if the computer was acting up, it wouldn’t route the comm correctly. It was worth a shot, though.

“Jones to Ops,” she said, slapping her commbadge.

“Eeeeerrrrrooooot,” the computer moaned.

So much for that. Of course, the computer did respond, which meant that it was not ignoring the comm signal, which meant that maybe, just maybe, she could get some kind of message to someone on the outside.

She began frantically tapping her commbadge over and over again with her left hand as she scooped up a meter long fallen tree branch with her right, swinging the stick a few times to get a feel for it.

“Tell me you’re not planning to attack the fish,” Fonn said concerned.

“Only if they attack me first,” Jones said, continuing to smack her commbadge as the pair ran and ran and ran for several minutes through the seemingly-never ending forest.

Jones skidded to a halt suddenly. Their path was blocked. “Oh no,” she muttered, looking down at the family of brown rabbits that had planted themselves in their way. The rabbits hissed, revealing a mouthful of sharp fangs as they watched Jones and Fonn with the same glowing red eyes that seemed to be a theme in this nightmare.

Fonn put a reassuring hand on Jones’s shoulder. “I know they’re cute, but you’re going to have to…”

“AAAAAIIIEEEEEEEE!” Jones screamed suddenly, launching forward with her make-shift club and laying into the rabbits, all the while continuing to smack the commbadge on her chest. Seconds later, it was all over.

“AH-HA!” a voice exclaimed from behind them. They spun around to see the park ranger stalking toward them, his army of evil fish flanking around Jones and Fonn. “So you massacre bunnies too! There isn’t a torment hellish enough for the likes of you!”

“I don’t know. This is coming pretty close,” Fonn muttered.

“You shall know a new kind of agony as my friends here nibble you down to the bone! Prepare to be fish food!”

Jones moved herself in front of Fonn protectively and took her club in both hands. “If you see an opening, run. I’ll hold them off as long as I can,” she said grimly.

“I don’t think it will help, but I appreciate the sentiment,” Fonn said. “I just wish I had a stick of my own…or a bomb.”

“A bomb would be nice,” Jones agreed.

“Commence nibbling!” the park ranger cried. The fish surged forward in a ravenous wave, moving to overwhelm Jones and Fonn…

…and then everything went dark.

Literally.

Jones knew she was alive, but she couldn’t see a thing. Then, gradually, the yellow grid of the holodeck flared to life, providing some much needed illumination. She and Fonn were alone with his pile of fishing gear. No demented park rangers or evil fish were to be found.

The holodeck doors opened, and Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter strolled into the room, twirling a hydrospanner. “Somebody call a repairman?” he said.

“YES!” Jones exclaimed. “Thank you!”

“Definitely thank you. Not to sound ungrateful, because I’m not, but how did you know we were in there?” Admiral Fonn asked.

“Comm errors,” Porter replied. “We picked up comm channels opening and closing over and over again at a rapid clip and traced it back to Jones’s commbadge. When we couldn’t get through to the holodeck to ask what was going on, we figured out something was probably wrong. I had to come down here and shut the whole system down manually. I hope that was the right thing to do.”

Jones suddenly grabbed him in a huge hug and wouldn’t let go.

“I guess it was.”



Even at 0200 hours, there were still a few patrons wandering the concourses of Starfleet Square Mall, which actually worked in Ih’mad’s favor as far as he was concerned. A lone Andorian walking through a deserted mall in the middle of the night carrying a shoulder pack would undoubtedly draw the attention of the prying eyes of station security. Now, though, he was just one of the crowd, albeit a very small crowd.

Ih’mad strolled past the temporary wall behind which McBaughb’s sat waiting for its grand opening. Busting his way into the restaurant through the front was bound to get him noticed, but there was another way in. He cut down a side corridor to a locked door reading “Mall Employees Only.” This led to the back corridors of the mall, which ran behind the various stores, allowing the store employees to come and go. As a mall merchant, Ih’mad had a code to access the door. Once in the back hallway, it was a short walk to McBaughb’s, where he was presented with another sealed door. He didn’t have an access code for this one, but that wasn’t exactly a problem, considering that he was carrying a beaker of jes’niik drippings in his pack, obtained fresh from Fh’lay as he prepared that night’s dinner special. Ih’mad opened the beaker a safe distance away from his body and poured its contents along the top of the door, allowing them to run down toward the floor. He quickly put an Andorian food service grade towel on the floor to catch the drippings and watched them do their work. In seconds, the once solid door was reduced to a streaked brittle mass.

With a swift knock, Ih’mad shattered the door and stepped over the towel into the interior of McBaughb’s. He was soon in the kitchen, where he turned on the lights revealing a sterile white affair filled with gleaming commercial-grade equipment. Top of the line stuff, and, Ih’mad noted with some amusement, not a single piece of it built by Dillon Enterprises. Baughb had learned a few things from Ih’mad after all. Too bad Ih’mad was going to have to destroy it all.

Just as he was digging in his pack for a few more beakers of jes’niik drippings, he caught sight of an office off to the side of the kitchen, and it looked like it had already been filled with padds and such. Curiosity piqued, Ih’mad headed into the office and slid into the chair at the modest desk to start perusing through padds. Most of it was fairly standard stuff: resumes, equipment and supply requisitions, station business forms. But then he came across a padd filled with recipes. Yaxix lung marinara. K’haazak burgers.

And Ih’mad suddenly realized something.

He was getting hungry.

The descriptions of these abominations of Andorian tradition were making him salivate.

“It was actually unlocked,” a voice said from the office doorway. Ih’mad’s head shot up from the padd and saw Baughb there, gazing at him sadly.

“It was?” Ih’mad said surprised. “Why…”

Baughb shrugged. “I knew you would come, so I thought I’d save you the trouble. I guess it didn’t matter.”

“Not really. Even if I’d noticed, I just would have destroyed the door on the way out anyway. It’s standard technique.”

“I was kind of hoping you wouldn’t pursue the B’asszt Kh’all,” Baughb said. Ih’mad frowned for a moment. The B’asszt Kh’all? He hadn’t faced Andorian competition in so long that he’d completely forgotten about the traditional Andorian rite of competition removal. He could have saved himself all of this skulking about after hours and just demanded a B’asszt Kh’all, killed Baughb in ritual combat, then razed McBaughb’s to the ground (or deck in this case). Was he so far removed from Andor and the traditional ways that he needed a k’zzzaast like Auditmi to goad him into destroying McBaughb’s?

Wait. Baughb thought that he’d called for a B’asszt Kh’all already. That meant…

“Which stazzz blade do you want?” Baughb asked, his voice full of resignation as he held out two objects that looked more like oversized meat cleavers than swords.

“It’s your place. You pick,” Ih’mad said, rising from the desk chair. In all honesty, he really wasn’t in the mood for a fight to the death at the moment. It had been a long day at the restaurant, and he was now hungry after browsing through Baughb’s recipes. But tradition was tradition. He’d just try to kill Baughb quickly, then head back to his quarters for a late snack followed by a good night’s sleep.

Baughb considered the two stazzz blades for a moment, then handed one to Ih’mad. “Should we do this out in the main dining area? There’s more room.”

“Sure. That’d be fine.”

“Good.” The two men exited the office and made their way through the kitchen out into the dining room.

“I like the look of the place,” Ih’mad said, admiring the holo-landscapes of Andor on the dining room walls.

“Thanks. You can have the holos if you want…after you kill me.”

“I think I’m supposed to destroy them with the restaurant. Shame really.”

“Yeah.”

“If it’s any consolation, I really don’t want to fight you,” Ih’mad said, raising his weapon.

“I don’t want to fight you either,” Baughb said, taking a half-hearted swing at Ih’mad. The stazzz blades clanged together as Ih’mad parried the blow then made a strike of his own, which Baughb blocked.

“Before it’s too late for me to say it, I want to thank you,” Baughb said.

“For killing you?”

“No. For teaching me. You showed me the glory to be had in the food service industry. McBaughb’s would not be here if it weren’t for you. You gave me my dream.”

They circled each other, blades at the ready. “It was a nice dream. I didn’t think so at first, but those recipes… When did you learn to cook?”

“I tried to learn every aspect of the business while I was with you. I felt that if I could be one half the restauranteur you are, I’d have succeeded beyond my wildest dreams. You’re…you’re my hero.”

“Then why didn’t you just come back to work for me?” Ih’mad asked.

“It was time for me to put what you taught me into practice. I could have stayed on the colony, I suppose, but I wanted to be here where we could be colleagues. I purposely designed McBaughb’s to be a more causal type of place, so that we wouldn’t be in competition. We may hurt the Double D Diner, but I would never damage the Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet. McBaughb’s is a child of Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet more than anything.”

“I’m feeling manipulated all of a sudden,” Ih’mad said darkly.

“I am sorry!” Baughb exclaimed. “It was not my intention…”

“Not by you. This…this is not what I want,” Ih’mad said, tossing his stazzz blade aside. “I was content to fume angrily about your restaurant. I would have gotten over it, though, if that k’vaaaatz hadn’t… No. This ends. I will call off the B’asszt Kh’all.” Not that he’d ever officially called it in the first place.

“You will?” Baughb said, brightening.

“Yes…on one condition.”

“What is that, Ih’mad?”

“You cook for me now. I am hungry.”

“I will!” Baughb cried happily, grabbing Ih’mad in a grateful hug.

“I have a second condition.”

“Anything, Ih’mad.”

“Stop hugging me.”

“Oh. Yes, of course,” Baughb said, releasing his former employer. “Just sit anywhere. I’ll get to work in the kitchen.”

“If you don’t mind, I will join you in the kitchen and eat there.”

“Mind? How could I mind?”

“It is your restaurant.”

“Thanks to you.”

Ih’mad smiled. “That is actually nice to hear now that I am not going to kill you,” he said, following Baughb back to the kitchen for what was sure to be a most interesting dining experience. Andorian Fusion. Hmmm. Maybe it could work after all.



Despite the fact that it was pushing 1100 hours, Admiral Fonn hadn’t bothered to get a shower, much less get dressed. After yesterday’s “fun” on the holodeck, he was determined to go into full lazy mode today. At the sound of his door chime, he did at least throw on a bathrobe, though. No sense treating whoever was at the door to a look at his nakedness. He had a feeling he knew who it would be, though.

He tapped the door control, causing them to whooshed quietly open. Yep. He was right. It was who he expected.

Yeoman Tina Jones.

A look of mortification quickly covered her face. “Oh, I’m sorry, sir!” she exclaimed. “Did I wake you up?”

“No. I was up already,” Fonn said.

“Whew,” Jones sighed. The last thing she needed was to aggravate Fonn now.

“What can I do for you, Jones?” Fonn asked.

“I just wanted to come by and thank you. Captain Beck told me that you recommended that I be admitted to the Academy.”

“You seem like you’ve got the stuff.”

“I think so,” Jones said. She was quiet for a moment as she considered her next words. “Sir,” she said finally. “I know what happened yesterday.”

“You do?”

“It was a test. I didn’t realize it at the time, but thinking about it last night I figured it out. You made up that whole situation to see if I could handle a crisis.”

Fonn stared blankly at Jones for a few moments, then smiled, the corners of his mouth disappearing under his bushy white mustache. “You got me,” he said with a shrug. “And you did wonderfully.”

“Thank you, sir!” Jones replied grinning. “Okay. I guess I should let you get back to your…”

“Lounging,” Fonn finished. “And lots of it.”

“Have fun, sir,” Jones said. She headed off down the corridor, passing Lieutenant Commander Porter, who was heading in the opposite direction. “Hi, Craig!” she said warmly, then turned the corner out of view before Porter reached his destination: Admiral Fonn’s quarters.

“I think I figured out what happened yesterday,” Porter said after Fonn responded to the door chime.

“Thank the Great Bird,” Fonn said. “Was it the program? Was it sabotaged?”

“I guess you could say that, but you’re going to have to deal with the saboteur yourself.”

“Who was it?”

“You…or your lunch rather.”

“My lunch?” Fonn asked confused.

“Yep. Our holographic systems evidently don’t like your cooking. From what I can tell, the fumes from a couple of the dishes combined, seeped into the hologram generators, and did a number on things. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Fonn winced. “I knew I shouldn’t have substituted jirorik for kleanna root in the denivali.”

“Could have happened to anyone,” Porter said. “It’s all fixed now, though. I purged the matrix and had my guys give the whole place a thorough scrubbing. You can rerun your fishing program anytime.”

“Er…thanks, but I think I’m going to pass.”

“I can’t say I’m surprised,” Porter replied starting off down the corridor. “Have a good day, Admiral.”

“You too. Oh, and Porter?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Don’t mention this to Yeoman Jones please.”

“Feeling guilty?”

“Something like that.”

“No problem.”

Fonn retreated back into his quarters and let the doors closed. Blissfully alone, he threw his robe off and collapsed onto the sofa.

No, he wouldn’t be fishing again anytime soon.

Lounging around, however, was another matter entirely. He could do that for hours on end…starting right now.



Keeping a handle on all of the various aspects of Dillon Enterprises’ operations, even from a very high managerial level, was something of an art…an art that Mr. Auditmi had not mastered yet. Reports from various Dillon’s Supply Depots, the R&D division, the Starfleet Suites, and a hundred other subsidiary corporations sat scattered around his small office waiting for his review before he prepared a summary report to be sent off to Bradley Dillon, who was currently headed away from Federation space on the USS Explorer.

Bradley would be expecting the summary report tomorrow, which meant that Auditmi was looking at a very long day.

The sound of his office door chime didn’t do anything to improve his mood. The last thing he needed now was an interruption.

“Yes, come in!” he called out testily.

The office door slid open allowing Ih’mad to enter. The Andorian surveyed the chaos of Auditmi’s office and was unable to suppress a smirk. “You have Dillon Enterprises well in hand, I see.”

“Our business is none of yours,” Auditmi shot back.

“Oh but I thought we were in business together.”

“That is a one-time arrangement. One that I assume you have completed to our mutual satisfaction.”

“We’re mutually satisfied,” Ih’mad said.

“Good.”

“But you’re not part of ‘we.’”

“Huh?”

“Baughb!” Ih’mad called. The office doors opened again, and Baughb stepped into the room. He quickly took up a position beside Ih’mad as the two Andorians eyed Auditmi in such a way that the Zakdorn had the uncomfortable feeling that he was being sized up for the slaughter.

“This is Mister Baughb, owner and proprietor of McBaughb’s,” Ih’mad said. “McBaughb’s and the Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet have formed a culinary alliance that none can sever. If you attack one of us, you attack us both. Any attempt to damage either of our establishments or to draw away our customers will be met with swift and brutal vengeance. Dillon Enterprises would do well to steer clear of us. Are we understood?”

Auditmi just nodded numbly. How could this have happened? Weren’t Andorians supposed to jump at the chance to slaughter each other?

“You have been warned,” Ih’mad said, turning on his heel and stalking out of the office.

“Do come by for our grand opening,” Baughb said, grabbing Auditmi’s hand and giving it a rough shake before he raced off after Ih’mad.

Auditmi leaned back in his chair and stared blankly ahead, trying to process what had just transpired. Not only had he failed to stop McBaughb’s from opening, but he’d managed to get the two Andorian establishments on the station allied against Dillon Enterprises.

He was just glad that the USS Explorer and, therefore, Bradley Dillon were out of direct comm range. Bradley was not going to be happy after he heard about this one.




Just for Show



By Anthony Butler



“It’s coming. I can feel it.”

Yeoman Tina Jones sat across from Lt. Commanders Sean Russell and Craig Porter in the booth in Victoria’s pub, staring wistfully at the doors to the kitchen.

“We should have eaten in Starfleet Square Mall,” Russell said. “It would have been quicker. And I have a busy day.”

“You’re building a castle made of padds on your desk and you know it,” Porter said, leaning forward on his elbows. “Anyway. I like the feel of this place. Nostalgic. Warm.”

“And slow,” Russell said, rapping his knuckles on the table.

“I’m the one who should be impatient. I’ve got my first class today at the Starfleet Academy extension center.”

“That’s terrific,” Porter said. “You’ll be an officer in no time.”

“I’m a little nervous, to tell the truth,” Jones said. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been in any kind of classroom…except that Real Estate Development course I took on Betazed a few years ago. Wow, what a workout…”

“How long does it take to make bangers and mash, anyway?” Russell asked aloud, craning his neck toward the kitchen.

“What’s bangers and mash?” Jones asked.

“Good stuff,” Porter said. “Just relax. It’ll come.” He pointed at the viewscreen embedded in the wall beside the polished oak bar…the only thing in the room that didn’t scream 19th Century London. “Watch the news. That’ll make the time pass more quickly.”

“I only usually take forty-five minutes for lunch,” Russell said, glaring at the screen.

“You take two hours and you know it,” Porter said with a knowing grin. Russell harrumphed.

On the viewscreen, Joan Redding was, per usual, reporting the afternoon news bulletins.

Porter busied himself staring at the drink specials scrawled on the blackboard on the back wall of the booth.

“Aren’t you going to watch?” Jones asked.

“I…already watched news today,” Porter said, shifting a bit.

“He still feels awkward around Joan Redding,” Russell explained.

“I’m not around her,” Porter said. “She’s just on the…”

“Shhh…hold on…” Russell said, holding up a hand as Redding began talking about a new topic. A headshot of a wide- bodied Klingon male was floating as a graphic on the screen beside Joan as she spoke:

“…Klingon delegation will make a stop at Waystation, home of AWN headquarters, this week, on the way home from a successful summit regarding, among other things, increasing hostilities with the Gorn, aid to Cardassian nationalists, and a Romulan chiropractic practice opening up in the Neutral Zone. In a related story, Krinok, CEO of Krinokom Communications–and a civilian member of the Klingon delegation–has also announced that, during their stay at Waystation, a special, live episode of the popular holovision program ‘The Price is Blood’ will be broadcast on Waystation, featuring, among others…”

“Bangers an’ mash! Come an’ git it, loves!” the ornery, cockney waitress bellowed as she strode out of the kitchen, her tray weighed down with three plates.

As she approached the booth, she noticed that all three of its occupants were gone.

She sat her tray down on the table and scratched her head thoughtfully. “Fancy that. How come this ‘appens every time those Starfleet buggers come in’ere and order bangers an’ mash?”



Russell, Jones, and Porter nearly collided with Admiral Leelan Fonn as they barreled toward the turbolift to ops.

“Whoa, whoa. Slow it down a bit,” Fonn said, glancing with amusement at the officers as he waited for the turbolift to arrive. “What’s the rush?”

“Important…news…Beck,” Russell said, leaning forward, breathlessly, on his knees.

“There goes that rumor about security chiefs being in terrific shape,” Porter said, shaking his head as the turbolift door opened. He gestured for Fonn to step in, and the other three quickly followed. “Actually, sir, we just have a little heads up for Captain Beck.”

“Ops,” Fonn said. “At any rate, I hope it’s nothing too disturbing.”

“Well, it might be,” Jones said. “It involves a former game show host and current television mogul that Sean once knew.”

“Sounds like an interesting fellow,” Fonn said thoughtfully.

“He’s really not,” Russell said, leaning back against the turbolift wall.

“His channel is devoid of any good science shows. Kronos has one of the richest wildlife habitats in the galaxy,” Porter said. “Would it kill them to add one or two documentaries? I just know that holo-Richard-Forsyth would be thrilled to go there and do a special.”

“I like Days of Honor,” Jones said, and looked a little embarassed.

“I do too,” Fonn said, and nudged Jones with a smile.

“You do?”

“I do indeed.” The doors opened and Fonn strode out of the lift and up to the doors to Beck’s office. He glanced at the duty officer standing at the docking console. “Ensign…wait….”

“That’s me, sir,” Ensign Waits said.

“Wait…I know this one.”

“It’s Ensign Waits.”

“Really? And I just said ‘wait?’”

“Yes, sir.”

“But it’s actually your name?”

“If you add the S, sir.”

“Astounding.” He pointed at Beck’s office. “Is she in?”



“Captain Beck? Yes, sir.”

Fonn turned to find Porter, Russell, and Jones standing right at his back. “Want to come with me?”

“Well…” Porter said.

“If you insist,” Russell said quickly.

“I think you’ll find this most entertaining,” Fonn said with a genuine smile as he pressed the call button at Beck’s office door.

“Come,” Beck’s voice replied.

Fonn strode through the door, to find Commander Walter Morales sitting opposite Beck’s desk.

“…got ketchup all over the carpet on Deck Eighty- Seven….” Morales said, then stopped talking as soon as he saw the admiral. He stood. “Good afternoon, Admiral.”

Fonn patted Morales on the back. “Sit down. Untense those muscles a bit, son. There’s nothing to worry about.”

“Do I look tense?” Morales asked, glancing back at Beck, then to the trio of officers standing behind Fonn. Russell, Porter, and Jones shrugged in unison. Morales sank back into his seat and moved his neck left and right. “I don’t feel tense.”

“Nonsense,” Fonn said, and pressed his hands down against Morales’s neck, rubbing vigorously. “The back of your neck is like one massive Beloovian monkey fist!”

“Something I can do for you, sir?” Beck asked archly as Morales writhed, wincing in agony as the Admiral kneaded his flesh.

“Yes, Captain. Just wanted to make you aware of a bit of station business you should…be…aware…of.”

“Oh?” Beck asked, her smile spreading as she watched Morales’s eyes roll into the back of his head, the pain growing unbearable.

“Yes. Nothing major. Just some Klingons…”

“Please…!” Morales suddenly shouted, wriggling out from under Fonn’s hand.

“I know, I know. A good Efrosian neck rub always leaves ’em begging for more.” Fonn clasped his hands as Morales leaned over, gathering his wits. “As I said, some Klingons will be stopping by in a few days.”

“‘Some’ Klingons?”

“A delegation…actually. Should I have put this in a memo?” Fonn turned away thoughtfully. “This should have gone into a memo.”

“The delegation from Earth? From the summit?”

“Yes, yes, that’s the one,” Fonn said. “Command thought it would be a nice goodwill gesture if, on the way home, they stopped by Waystation for some R and R. You know…rest and…ruction.”

“‘Ruction?’” Jones asked.

“Noun,” Fonn said. “Meaning ‘a noisy disturbance.’”

“You were really reaching for ‘R’ words, weren’t you, sir?” Porter said.

Beck put up a hand. “Keep your thesaurus in your pocket, Craig. Admiral, are you telling me a delegation of Klingons…from the most important summit between Kronos and Earth in nearly a decade…are coming HERE in a matter of DAYS?”

“Two…to be exact.”

Beck stood up. “TWO DAYS?”

“My neck hurts,” Morales whispered.

“That’s not all, Captain,” Russell said. “Krinok is with them.”

“Yes!” Fonn beamed. “And that’s the best part.”

“Oh, goodie,” Beck said. “There’s a best part.”

Fonn’s beard twitched with excitement. “‘The Price is Blood,’ Krinokom’s new hit show, will be broadcast live from Starfleet Square Mall!”

“About that…” Sean Russell began. “Captain, any contestant who takes part in one of Krinok’s…contests…is liable to be…”

“And I’m going to be a contestant!” Fonn.

“Is liable to be Admiral Fonn,” Russell said weakly, backing up a few paces. “If you’ll all excuse me…I’m just going to be down in my office…gathering…weapons.”

Fonn glanced over his shoulder as Russell darted out. “What’s his problem?”

Beck stared at the doors to her office. “Klingon anxiety,” she said, then looked at Fonn. “Of course, we’ll be ready, Admiral. But I would have liked more notice.”

“I really should have written a memo.”

“Yes, about two months ago. Nevertheless, we’ll be ready. Commander Morales, will you begin setting up a stage in Starfleet Square, and make sure the VIP guest quarters are ready for the Klingons?”

Morales stood, then immediately winced. “Certainly. Right…after I get back from Sickbay.”

“Good. I’ll be belowdecks. Craig, you have ops. Tina, put together a nice welcoming ceremony for the Klingons.”

“But…I…have…class…” Jones called after Beck as she walked out of her office.

Fonn patted her on the back. “You sure do. I’m sure it will be a very classy party.”

“Bet you wish you were belowdecks eating bangers and mash, instead of this, eh, Tina?” Porter asked, nudging Jones as Fonn left the office.

“Not really,” Jones said, and darted out of the room.



“Need some help setting up the electrified fence?” Beck asked, standing in the doorway to Russell’s office.

He glanced up from his desk, and the terminal, where all of Waystation’s internal security measures were laid out on a diagram.

“I hadn’t thought of that. But it’s a good idea!”

“Aren’t you overreacting a little about the Klingons, Sean?”

“It’s not the Klingons that have me worried, Captain. It’s one Klingon in particular.”

“Krinok,” Beck said.

“Yeah. I’ll never forgive him for what he did to my vacation.”

“The game show you were on what…five years ago?” Beck asked, shaking her head. “Win or Die?”

“Win or Else,” Russell corrected. “You remember that?”

“How can I forget,” Beck replied, and eased into the chair opposite Russell’s desk. “You wouldn’t talk about anything else for weeks afterward.”

“I should’ve never gone to Kronos. I should’ve gone to Risa.”

“Kronos has better food.”

“You have weird taste in food.”

Beck shrugged. “So Krinok dragged you into a harmless game show…”

“It wasn’t harmless. It was torture. And at the end, I was almost eaten by my fabulous parting gift.”

Beck chuckled. “What was it, a targ?”

“An olak. And it was a nasty one. Nearly bit my finger off!”

“Still…as I recall, the show itself was fairly harmless. You won, didn’t you?”

“But if I’d lost, I’d have gone to Rura Penthe.”

“Food’s not so good there,” Beck admitted. “Still….that was a long time ago. Krinok runs a major media conglomerate now. I doubt he’s going to sacrifice all that by starting trouble on the station.”

“I don’t trust him,” Russell said, leaning forward. “And, with the Admiral as one of the contestants…”

“Yeah,” Beck said. “That bothered me a little, too. The last thing we need is for him to fall off the greased spire of Por’thos as he’s trying to grab the ring off the top of it.”

“Oh…my…God,” Russell said. “You watch The Price is Blood.”

“I may have…caught it…accidentally…while looking for…the…command show…” Beck said, averting her eyes.

“So you know it’s dangerous.”

“You really care about this, don’t you, Sean?” Beck asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I know my instincts, Captain.”

“Very well,” Beck said. “Contact the Klingon delegation. Tell Krinok’s people we’re adding another contestant.”

“Who?”

“You.” Beck smiled. What better way to protect the Admiral than from the inside?”

Russell slumped back in his chair as Beck walked out of his office. “Er…thanks.”



Yeoman Jones ran, breathless, into Room 232-J on Deck 87, stopping to brace herself on the desk in the front of the classroom. “Yeoman Tina Jones, reporting for…sorry I’m late for, uh…” She looked around. The room was empty, nothing but empty seats with little desks attached. Empty, that is, except for the man sitting at the front desk.

“Hello, Cadet,” the kind-faced asian man said, clasping his hands on top of the desk and smiling at Jones. “I am Commander Remo Nakahashi. You are here for Tactical Scenarios One- Twelve?”

Jones nodded, hugging her padd against her chest. “Yes, Commander. Again, I’m so sorry I’m late. You see, I had this big ceremony to plan for the Klingons and, well, the Starfleet Square Merchant’s Association doesn’t like fuscia, but our welcome banner is fuscia, and we get into this thing with them every singe…”

Nakahashi nodded sagely. “I understand. Take your seat, if you please.”

Jones glanced around the room. “Did you dismiss class early?”

“Your class begins now,” Nakahashi said, following Jones with his eyes as she sat down.

“Okay, okay…you’re doing a special after-class session for me, right? I can’t tell you how thankful I am, Commander…” Jones said giddily, pulling out her padd and tapping her name and date into it. That information was pre-programmed, but for some reason it just made Jones feel better to start out that way. She straightened up in her chair, smiling broadly. “I’m ready when you are!”

Nakahashi stared at her.

“You can start whenever you like. I’ve got my padd and everything, so…”

The Professor continued watching her, placidly, his eyes unbinking.

Jones glanced around. “Should I, uh…well..am I supposed to be reading my text quietly or something? I just downloaded it, so I confess that I…”

Nakahashi stared at her.

Jones stared back a few moments, beginning to feel like a strain of bacteria under a microscope. “Sir..are you going to say anything else? Because there’s like, forty minutes of class time left.”

Nakahashi stared at her.



TWO DAYS LATER



“Where ya going, Sean?” Lt. Commander Porter asked amicably, picking up step next to Russell as he worked his way through the mall, giving cursory glances at the storefronts.

“Where does it look like I’m going,” Russell said distractedly, his gaze seeming far-off.

“Command briefing? Weapons training? Security conference?” Porter stroked his beard. “Oh, no, wait. I get it. You’re going targ hunting!”

“Shut up,” Russell said, and stepped up to the turbolift, punching the call button. He shrugged uncomfortablly, shifting from foot to foot, resplendant in Klingon leather and chainmail, the typical uniform of a proud warrior of Kronos. “I’m going to meet with the Klingon delegation and you know it.”

“Look mommy! A Klingon!” a small child walking with her mother cried out as she walked by.

“That’s not a Klingon, dear,” the mother said softly, glancing at Russell. “That’s an idiot.”

“I said I was sorry I never called you back, Nancy! Can’t you get over it? Our date was four years ago! And you’re obviously…doing fine! What with the kid and all!”

Porter shook his head as the lift doors open. “Why you didn’t go into the diplomatic corps is anybody’s guess.”

“The Klingon getup was Admiral Fonn’s idea. He thought dressing up in this Klingon outfit would be…fun.”

“And? Is it?”

“My crotch is being hemmed in by four layers of sharp, interlocking metal,” Russell muttered, and stepped into the opening turbolift doors. “Does that answer your question?”

“You’re going to meet the delegation now?”

“I’m sure as heck not going to an aerobics class.”

“At least the hard part is over,” Porter said. “You know, introductions out of the way.”

“I’m still hung over from the blood wine,” Russell muttered.

“That was a nice reception last night. Remind me to tell Yeoman Jones what a good job she did.”

“It’s kind of hard to remind anyone of anything when you’re being…” Russell shifted. “PINCHED the way I am!”

“And the game show hasn’t even started yet,” Porter said with a smile.

“Go to Sto’vo’kor,” Russell muttered.



“Day two,” Yeoman Jones said, taking a big breath as she stepped up to the doors to Room 232-J. Since Starfleet Academy extension courses held were every other day, she’d had 48 hours to contemplate the odd behavior of Commander Nakahashi. Was it a test? Some kind of behavioral study, like the psychological entrance exam she’d heard about? She’d just figured Captain Beck had gotten her out of doing it, or maybe she didn’t have to take it because she was already in Starfleet as a Yeoman.

Maybe there was something more to it. Maybe Nakahashi was trying to make a point with his silence. Something about being late to class, maybe? Jones took that to heart. Being an officer in Starfleet was a trust not to be taken lightly, which is why she made a point to be a few minutes early for class this time.

She’d show Commander Nakahashi that his faith in her was justified. She’s prove herself worthy of Starfleet Academy, and of one day earning her commission.

She stepped toward the door, it opened, and she ducked into the classroom, nodding briskly at Nakahashi. “Commander,” she said, walking back to her seat in the middle of the classroom. She sat down, setting her padd in front of her on her desk, and then looked around. Once again, all of the seats were empty.

“Good morning, Yeoman!” Nakahashi said with a pleasant smile. “We’re glad to have you here.”

“I must be early this time,” Jones said self-consciously. “Better than late, though, huh?”

“Oh, yes,” Nakahashi said. “You’re early today.”

“So the others will be along shortly, then?”

“Others?” Nakahashi asked, raising an eyebrow.

“The other people in the class?”

“No,” Nakahashi shook his head. “No others in the class. Just you.”

“Just…me…” Jones said, and winced inwardly. The Academy Extension Center was part of the station’s commerce plan. Had she not done a good enough job marketing it? She made a mental note to set up a subspace conference call with one of the academy recruiters.

“I thought a lot about the other day, Commander,” Jones said. “And I think I understand what you were trying to get across to me.”

“Very good, Yeoman,” Nakahashi said, and glanced up at the chronometer on the wall. “Well, it’s time. Let’s go ahead and begin class.”

“I’m ready and willing, sir!” Jones said.

“Good,” Nakahashi said, and leaned forward. He stared blankly at Jones, his expression once again unreadable.

“Sir?” Jones asked meekly.

Nakahshi stared.



“Nice outfit, Mister Russell!” Fonn said, as Russell and Porter approached the doors to the Diplomatic VIP Suite, where Fonn was currently standing. “Where’s yours, Porter?”

“It’s at the cleaners. Would you believe the luck?” Porter asked, putting on his best straight face.

“No I wouldn’t,” Fonn said. “Don’t you have somewhere to be, son?”

“I was just going along with Sean for moral supp…”

“Are you a contestant on The Price is Blood?”

“Not that I know of. But if a voiceover announces my name, I’ll come running down the aisle to take a chance at marvelous prizes!”

Fonn gave Porter a patient, but stony, gaze that told him his services wouldn’t be needed.

“I’ll, uh, be in ops,” Porter said, and darted off down the corridor.

Russell held up a hand, as if to hold Porter there, but gave up as the science officer disappeared into the distance.

“Scared, son?” Fonn asked, turning to Russell.

“No, sir. I’ve trained for many a battle scenario. I’ve also been on a Klingon game show before. So it’s safe to say I’m prepared.”

“I’m scared out of my mind. But that’s part of the fun, you know! Just remember, don’t show your fear to the Klingons.”

Russell raised a finger. “But I’m not afraid.”

“That’s it. Put up a good front!” Fonn said, clapping Russell on the back.

“Sir…about your Klingon uniform. Does it, um, ride a little uncomfortably on the front of your…uh, on your midsection?”

“You obviously don’t know anything about Efrosian physiology, Commander,” Fonn said with a wink.

“See…now that I didn’t prepare for…” Russell trailed off, as the doors to the VIP suite quite suddenly opened, and filled with a hulking Klingon.

“I am Brak,” the wall of muscle said in a deep voice. “You will come.”

“We will come?” Russell asked, looking at Fonn quizzically.

Brak grabbed Fonn and Russell, one in each of his fists, and dragged them into the suite, bellowing: “Now you shall hear the rules of the game show! Listen well or perish!”

And the doors closed.



“Total silence?” Morales asked, leaning on a pillar in the Starfleet Square Food Court, where the Klingon Delegation had asked to set up the latticework of holographic generators that made up the set for The Price is Blood, plus enough chairs to seat a large- sized crowd.

Jones looked around, as crewmen set up chairs, and some of Porter’s engineers made the final touches to the holographic latticework. “I feel like I’m forgetting something.”

“Where’s the welcome banner?” Morales asked, looking around.

“Don’t ask.”

Morales nodded. “So…total silence?”

“I really can’t think about that class right now,” Jones said, pointing to the caterers from Appetizers on a Stick, a much-less successful operation than Breakfast on a Stick. Which, to Jones, made no sense, since most appetizers actually BELONGED on a stick, unlike, say, pancakes and eggs. Then again, what did she know?

“Don’t get too worked up about it. Academy professors love to play mind games. I had one, I remember, that conducted an entire class in the dark.”

“Why’d he do that?” Jones asked, looking back at Morales.

“It was philosophical. Something about us realizing we were thinking in the dark or something.”

“See! That’s what I think Nakahashi’s doing. But all I can get him to do is talk smalltalk with me, until class begins, and then he’s quiet as a statue.”

“And at the end of class?”

“He smiles at me, tells me I’m doing a great job, and sends me on my way. He won’t answer any direct questions.”

“Have you tried pinching him?” Commander Morales wondered idly.

“Commander!” Jones exclaimed. “I can’t pinch a Starfleet professor.”

“No. I guess you can’t,” Morales said distantly.

“Are you okay, sir?”

Morales twisted his neck left, then right. “No. I’m still sore from…” He straightened quickly, turning. “Admiral Fonn!”

“Yeah he did do a number on your…” Jones began, then felt Morales grab her arm and turn her to face what he was looking at. She gaped.. “Fonn!”

Admiral Fonn approached, flanked by Russell, a Klingon teen, and an older Klingon woman with substantial…bosom.

“Time to get this show on the road,” Fonn said, raising an eyebrow. “Commander,” he said to Morales, taking the first officer’s hand and pumping it vigorously. Morales winced.

“Sir,” Morales said, nodding.

Jones glanced at Russell who, like Fonn, wore complete Klingon regalia.. “Sean?”

“Today is an okay day to die,” Russell said, trembling slightly, as he passed by.

Then a couple larger Klingons passed by Morales and Jones.

“Greetings, Commander Morales. I have enjoyed your station,” the leaner of the two Klingons said.

Morales nodded. “Ambassador Worf.”

The fat Klingon beside Worf chortled. “I hope the investors are watching.”

“Krinok,” Jones said under her breath.

An even more enormous Klingon brought up the rear. Certainly a bodyguard.

“They all look very serious,” Yeoman Jones said in a small voice, turning to watch the group enter the metal latticework of the hologrid, as audience members began to file in.

“Yeah. I think they just came from rehearsals,” Morales said. “I wonder what that was like.”



“We’re going to DIE!” Sean Russell said from between his teeth as Brak, at a nearby control terminal, activated the hologrid and the group was suddenly surrounded by ornate Klingon-inscribed pillars, and statues of warriors-past, including Kahless.

“Shh! Not in front of the Klingons!” Fonn hissed.

Krinok lumbered toward the middle of the group, looking out at the growing audience. “Your PR efforts have been most pleasing Mister Russell.”

“You can thank Yeoman Jones for that. She handles that kind of thing.”

“She is a fitting…go-between. What is the word I’m looking for?” Krinok stroked his beard.

“Liaison?” Fonn suggested.

“Yes. Liaison.”

“She’s good at what she does,” Russell said, nodding.

“I will destroy you,” the teen Klingon, Marek, said, from beside Russell.

“Thanks. Same to you,” Russell said, a little off-put.

Marek’s hand shook next to the blade on his hip.

“Now, now. No fighting until the competition is underway,” Krinok said. “We don’t want to spill blood before the holoimagers roll.”

“So you haven’t been recording us all this time?” Russell asked. He hadn’t gotten a chance to catch up with Krinok during the whirlwind “getting to know you” session in the diplomatic suite.

Krinok grinned at Russell. “You know me well, human. Brak has a concealed holoimager. He recorded our meeting, rehearsal, practice. Even the walk here. It’s going to be part of a behind the scenes special airing next month: ‘The Price is Blood: How’d They do that?’”

Russell nodded, stepping toward Krinok and leaning in. “I do know you well. Well enough, that is, after the charade that was the last game show you put me on.”

“Have we met?” Krinok asked, cocking his head.

Russell’s eyes widened. “Yes we’ve met! You tried to kill me. Then you gave me a rabid pet as a parting gift. Which I gave back to you…”

“Oh,” Krinok said. “Must have been a long time ago.”

“I remember it well.”

“Good for you,” Krinok said, and moved over to whisper some instructions to Brak.

“If you’re planning anything…underhanded…you won’t succeed!” Russell called after him.

“Are you calling Klingons underhanded?” Worf asked from behind Russell.

He turned. “What? Oh. Nope. Not at all!”

“Good.”

Fonn glanced around. “So…should I stand here?”

“Right on the X,” Krinok said. “And don’t move until you’re told to. The repercussions of disobeying orders…they could be disastrous.” He looked at Brak and smiled toothily.

“You should know this temporary holodeck setup comes with full safeties,” Russell said quickly.

Krinok cocked his head at that. “Indeed. I’ll remember that.”

Russell gulped.

“You are muscled….for a human,” a voice said from behind him, as two meaty hands gripped Russell’s shoulders.

The security officer bristled at his fellow contestant’s advance. She’d had her foot between his legs through the entire run-through meeting. “Thanks, Tartess. That’s awful nice of you. But I’m…with someone.” It was a blatant lie, but it was his only hope.

She squeezed harder. “I do not care.”

“So much for hope.”

“All is ready?” Krinok asked, surveying his contestants, including a glowering Ambassador Worf.

“We will begin,” Worf said. “And I should note that the only reason I’m showing up here is that our delegation was rerouted toward Waystation, due to an ion storm, and fleet activity in the sector of…”

Krinok put a hand up. “Stop, Ambassador. You need not always explain your presence.”

“Some may question…” Worf began.

“Don’t worry about it,” Krinok said. “It’s fine.”

“I just happened to be here,” Worf grumbled to himself.



“I was just on a conference call with the Starfleet Diplomatic Corps,” Captain Beck said, sneaking through the darkened food court and pulling up a seat beside Morales at a table near the front. “Suffice it to say, this must go right. No screwups.” She looked around. “Thanks for saving me a seat, Walter. Did I miss anything?”

“Just everything getting dark,” Morales said, as Jones and Porter brought trays of appetizers over and sat down, filling the other seats at the table.

“Anybody want some rumaki on a stick?” Jones asked

“Isn’t rumaki always on a stick?” Morales asked.

“Don’t get her started,” Porter chuckled. “Just have some salsa on a stick and enjoy the show.”

Suddenly lights came up strong in the middle of the food court, but the rest of the audience remained bathed in darkness.

Krinok stood at the front of the holographic frame, holding a microphone.

“Good evening, ladies, gentlemen, and genderless beings. Welcome to the test of wills that’s sweeping the Alpha and Beta Quadrants: The Price is Blood!”

The crowd cheered, as Beck glanced around.

“So other people watch this? I thought I was the only one.”

“Apparently not,” Morales said, leaning forward.

“Now we begin the struggle. The trials that will define who is most courageous, who’s willing to pay the price…which is blood,” Krinok said, and turned to face the five spotlighted individuals: Worf, Russell, Fonn, Tartess, and Marek.

“But first, let’s meet our contestants!” Krinok said excitedly, walking up to Russell, who opened his mouth to speak. “Sean Russell is the chief of security on Waystation. This is his first time on a Klingon game show. He enjoys long walks and candlelight dinners and…well let’s just skip that. He’s human. He’s weak and will not make it past the first round. On to the next contestant, Tartess. She’s the illegitimate child of a slevak farmer…”

“I’m not worried,” Morales said, leaning back. “Sean will be fine.”

“Yeah. Right,” Beck muttered.



“Looks dangerous, does it not?” Krinok asked the crowd, as the five contestants were suspended by their ankles, dangling over a large, transparent vat of churning reddish-brown glop, ringed by interlocking transparent tubes. “What’s that glop, you ask?” Krinok chortled. “I’m glad you asked. It’s year-old rokeg excrement.”

Russell’s nose twitched, as the ammonia-like stench crawled up his nostrils. “I don’t know what a rokeg is, but whatever they eat…they should stop eating it immediately!”

“Be cool, Commander,” Fonn said, dangling beside Russell, his voice husky. “Don’t show the Klingons the slightest bit of fear.”

“I’m not afraid of anything. Except that stench. It alone could kill us!”

“Now we drop them in!” Krinok announced giddily.

“WHAT?” Russell exclaimed. “That was never discussed!”

“Surprise factor,” Krinok mumbled under his breath. “Lower them, Brak!”

The group was lowered into the vat, all but Russell looking totally impassive. Beck wasn’t sure, but she could swear Fonn was even smiling.

Once the last person’s feet disappeared completely into the vat, Krinok made a signal to Brak, and a lid was automatically lowered onto the vat, sealing it closed.

“Now for the fun part!” Krinok exclaimed. “Watch our contestants swim around in this muck. There is only one way out, and the first person to find it will win this round!”

“Ewwww…” Jones winced as she watched what looked like Russell squirming through one of the tubes.

“No, Sean! That one’s a dead end!” Porter called out.

Moments later, a hatch in one of the tubes slid open, and Ambassador Worf crawled out, glop bubbling out behind him.

“Good work, Worf!” Krinok exalted, clapping. “Well done! Brak! End program.”

The vat, the tubes, the glop: All disappeared, as Russell and the others suddenly appeared mid-air, then free-fell to the deck.

“Ouch,” Beck said. “Beck to Nelson. Please stand by.”

“Already standing by,” Nelson’s voice came over the comm. “I’m over on the other side of the audience.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be working?”

“Aren’t you?”

Beck shrugged. “Good point.”

Russell, meanwhile, felt Fonn grabbing his arm and pulling him to his feet.

“Stand up straight, Commander!” Fonn said.

Russell rubbed his backside. “At least the rokeg poo disappeared along with the rest of the program.”

“True,” Tartess, who stood nearby, said, sniffing her arm. “However, the smell remains.”

“Great,” Russell said.



“Do NOT look down!” Russell said, looking across a great expanse at Fonn, who, like Russell, was teetering, one foot on each of two skewers, which stretched up some thirty feet into the ground…thanks to the high ceiling in the food court.

“Just keep your balance, man!” Fonn said, as the thin, sharp metal prongs he stood on wobbled precariously. “How are the others doing?”

Russell winced at the sharp pangs in his arches. He glanced over at the other three contestants who were perched in a similar predicament nearby. “They look fine. Like it’s a day at the park.’

“I’m just glad we’re wearing boots!” Fonn pointed out.

“He let you keep your boots on?” Russell asked, confused. “What the hell!”



“HOT COALS! HOT COALS!” Russell yelped as he ran across the fiery tarmac, Fonn “hot” on his heels.

“Note the human’s vulnerability to fire!” Krinok chortled, nodding at Brak, who punched a control, causing the flames to rise higher, licking Russell’s feet.

“Of course I’m vulnerable to fire!” Russell shouted, dashing the rest of the way, leaping to the ground at the end of the sea of coals.



“Why do so many of these have to do with heights?” Russell moaned, suspended above a cage of raging targs, gripping the handles of the trapeze-like contraption with all his might.

“Don’t slip, Russell! Your time to beat is one hour!” Fonn called up to him.

“It’s been four minutes!” Russell called back. He felt an itch in his left index finger. “C’mon…c’mon…” he said. The index finger slipped off the handle.

The middle finger followed.

“N…n-no no no!” Russell yelped, then lost his grip entirely, and fell, butt-first, into the cage of angry targs.

He blinked for a moment, noticing that each targ had a little medallion with their name inscribed on it. Why was he close enough to catch this detail?

“Hold on, Fluffy. Just stay back! Stay back. You too, Prancer! And Gilda! Back. All of you! Aughhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh, noooo!”



“They found a great stopping place,” Doctor Amedon Nelson said, checking her tricorder, as Russell sat perched on the end of the biobed. “You were about to go into shock.”

“I’m fine,” Russell said. “I wish we could’ve just gotten the thing overwith!”

“Did we know this thing was going to go into a second day of shooting?” Beck asked, looking at Porter.

Porter shrugged. “Don’t look at me. I think they just realized that two days of Sean’s suffering were better than one.”

“They do seem to be picking on him,” Morales said.

“Nonsense,” Fonn said, standing behind the others. “Klingons will be Klingons. It’s in their nature to test our limits. To challenge us.”

“Sir,” Beck said. “Respectfully, I think we need to call this thing off. I don’t feel comfortable watching Russell get stabbed with the Spinning Blades of Endurance tomorrow.”

“The w-what?” Russell asked.

“It’s, of course, Russell’s decision if he wishes to withdraw from the contest,” Fonn said, turning a steady gaze on the security officer. “What do you say, Sean? Want to go in tomorrow and tell the Klingons you quit?”

Russell looked at Beck and his friends, then at Fonn. “Absolutely not!”

“You might want to reconsider that,” Porter said. “Tomorrow isn’t going to be any prettier than today. As a matter of fact, it could get uglier.”

“I highly doubt that,” Russell said, leaning back and rubbing his head.

“Could we have the room for a minute?” Fonn asked, stepping forward.

Beck nodded. “Of course, Admiral.” She glanced at Porter, Morales, and Nelson, who followed her out of the room.

Once they were gone, Fonn stepped closer to Russell, leaning over him. “We have an opportunity here, Sean. We can beat them.”

“Why do you want this so bad, Admiral?” Russell asked, leaning up on his elbows.

“Why any of us should want this. To put behind us decades of hostilities.”

“Aren’t we friends with the Klingons?”

“Not all of them! And not when I was in grade school. When we made a field trip to the targ farm on Kronos Three!” Fonn turned, clenching his fists.

“I sense a flashback,” Russell muttered.

“Not necessary,” Fonn said. “There’s not much to tell. There was another group of students at the targ farm that day. Klingon youth. I was beaten mercilessly…my jewel-encrusted headdress stolen…”

Russell tried to push past the bit about the headdress, fully unable to process that. “Sir! A group of them? You’re lucky you got out alive. It must have been quite a fight!”

“They were…young.”

“Teens?”

Fonn shifted from foot to foot. “Kindergartners. Couldn’t have been more than five or six years old.”



Russell suppressed a laugh. “I’m told Klingons reach maturity a lot faster than humans. Or Efrosians, for that matter.”

“Yeah,” Fonn said. “Still, I never forgave them. For the theft of my jewels…”

“Forgiveness is a tricky thing, sir.”

“No it’s not,” Fonn said, slapping Russell on the shoulder. He winced. “Not when you don’t give it. It’ll be just like me and those toddlers out there tomorrow. Except this time, it’ll be the Klingons who run screaming. You hear me? We’re seeing this through, Mister Russell. We’re winning back the pride of the Federation!”

“Toddlers, sir? I thought you said…”

“I meant toddlers. Okay? They were toddlers!”

Russell wondered idly if this were all just a very bad dream.



THE NEXT DAY



“Tickle him more! Tickle him more!” somebody screamed from the audience.

Beck glared. It was Krilik, the station’s Klingon dressmaker, and an apparent fan of The Price is Blood.

Russell, meanwhile, was at the center of a group of nameless Klingon foot soldiers wielding big, fluffy, feathers on sticks. He was naked. And he was being tickled.

“No morrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrre!” he giggled, falling to his knees.

“Yes,” Porter said, covering his eyes. “No more is right. In more ways than one.”

“Tickling doesn’t even seem very Klingon,” Nelson said.

“All right then. That’s enough!” Krinok announced as Russell wailed in panicked, tickle-driven laughter. “Time for our next challenge!”

“Wait,” Morales said, sitting up in his seat next to Beck. “Aren’t they going to do the tickle thing to anybody else?”



“I can’t believe I’m missing the Price is Blood for this,” Tina Jones said glumly, sitting in her customary chair in the classroom, facing a silent and stone-faced Admiral Nakahashi. “Sir?” she asked. “If you’re not going to say anything, can I just be dismissed so I can watch my friend in the game show?”

Predictably, Nakahashi said nothing.

“Please?”

Nothing.

Tina sighed and leaned her head down on her arms. “Wake me up when it’s time to go.”



“Make this insanity end!” Sean Russell screamed into the raging wind, as he followed a lumbering Ambassador Worf into a swirling wind tunnel, to retrieve some supposedly-antique sword at the end. There was no hope of overtaking Worf’s powerful strides, but Russell didn’t want to give up. He didn’t want to seem weak in front of the Klingons, or Admiral Fonn, who had emerged earlier with a sword of his own. And of course, whoever didn’t capture one of the swords was destined to be impaled on it, so…



Ten minutes later, a triumphant Worf strode out of the wind tunnel, dragging the sword, and a clinging Commander Russell behind.



“Congratulations to those of you who’ve made it to the final round,” Krinok said, surveying the group of contestants. They’d been winnowed down to Russell, Fonn, and Worf. Tartess had been impaled in the previous challenge, and Marek knocked silly by a fall from the Spire of Por’thos. “You’ve made it by cunning, skill, honor, and…in some cases…” he glared at Russell. “Pure, dumb, human luck.”

“I think I take umbrage,” Beck said, shifting in her seat as she watched the proceedings.

“Yeah. Definite umbrage,” Morales said.

“I’ve heard the worst part is coming up,” Porter said. “Something about eating really disgusting food?”

“He’s a goner,” Nelson said quietly.



“You’re kidding,” Russell said, looking down at the platter in front of him.

“Eat it!” Krinok sneered.

“It’s meatloaf.”

Beside him, he heard the sound of Worf dry-heaving.

“It’s overcooked meatloaf,” Krinok announced, turning back toward the audience. “Which we all know Klingons hate!”

“I think I am going to be sick,” Worf said, steadying himself on the podium where his platter was sitting.

“And when you’re done choking THAT down,” Krinok continued. “You can finish it off with a chocolate sundae. And extra helpings of whipped topping!”

That was it for Worf. He turned, gripping his stomach, and spewed his honor all over the stage.

“And another contestant is eliminated!” Krinok announced. “What a blow for the Empire. Worf, a three-time Price is Blood champion…eliminated by too much whipped topping!”

“Ohhh…” Worf moaned.

“What does this mean?” Russell whispered to Fonn.

“Means I don’t have to eat this stinking meatloaf,” Fonn mumbled.

“It means FINAL ELIMINATION!” Krinok announced, and the stage went dark again.

Russell crossed the stage to Krinok as Brak helped Worf off. “Okay, Krinok. Give it to me. Why is it so important for you to embarrass me?”

“I thought you would have enjoyed that last round, human,” Krinok snapped.

“I want to know why you’ve been riding me so hard,” Russell said. “You said you didn’t even recognize me.”

“Oh, I recognized you,” Krinok said, leaning closer. “How could I forget you? How could I forget the man that jeopardized my business in its infant stages?”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Yeah,” Fonn said. “What are you talking about?”

“This…this pitiful human…” Krinok sneered. “He made me a laughingstock. He was the only non-Klingon ever to win in any contest of honor on the homeworld. His victory, which I at first took as a lark, a freak occurrence, fast became an affront to all things Klingon. Me and my game show were infamous. We betrayed Kronos, and in front of a live audience no less. Surely you see how damaging such a thing could be…”

“So you’re….getting vengeance?” Russell asked, blinking.

“Of a sort. I swore long ago, in the depths of my misery, that I’d pull myself together and assemble a multimedia empire the likes of which nobody has seen since the days of Ter’nerr. And I’ve succeeded. But I also swore that once I reached the pinnacle of my power, I’d find you. Find you and destroy you for what you did to me.”

“Okay…” Russell said. “So you weren’t after Fonn at all?”

“Who?” Krinok asked, looking at Fonn. “Him? Are you kidding? He’s ancient. What do I care?”

“Hey. Wait one second…” Fonn said.

“It’s a fight to the death!” Krinok announced suddenly, and the lights came up full, complete with cris-crossing rainbow strobes.

Fonn and Russell stared blankly out at the audience, as Brak walked out hoisting two bat’leth’s, handing one to each of them.

“Single elimination. The best warrior wins all. Honor for himself and his homeworld. Glory for his house, and immortality in story and song!”

Russell glanced over at Fonn. “This was all just to get back at me for something I did that I didn’t even realize I did,” he whispered. “He wants me dead. We should end this!”

“Billions of people are watching,” Fonn said, as he stared at the awe-filled crowd and the glaring lights. “We can make this look good. We can show that the Federation is proud of its achievements, and its honor. We can show that we’re better than Krinok, and above petty vengeance. We can prove once and for all that logic and intelligence beat out brute strength every time!”

“So we jump him and beat the crap out of him with the dull end of the bat’leth on the count of three?” Russell whispered.

“Sounds good,” Fonn replied.

“One, two…”

THWAP! THWAP! THWAP! THWAP!



Captain’s Log,

Supplemental. The Klingon delegation has left the station, none the worse for wear, I’m told, except for some lingering nausea on Ambassador Worf’s part, and about a dozen bumps and bruises on Mister Krinok.

Although the incident with the game show did little to hurt or help Federation diplomatic efforts with the Klingons, I’m told that we can expect a very firm policy forbidding Klingon shows of any kind from being taped at Starfleet facilities. I don’t know what anyone else thinks, but it’s a damned good idea to me.



“I was wrong,” Russell said, sitting on a stool at Victoria’s Pub, staring into his beer. “Dead wrong. It wasn’t Fonn he was after. It was me.”

“Should make you feel good, anyway,” Porter said from behind him. “I mean, that someone cares enough to send the very best…in vengeance, that is.”

“I should have realized Krinok was after me from the get- go. Are my instincts getting rusty?”

“If they were before, after the beating you took in the last day, they’re surely dull by now,” Porter said, gulping down the rest of his beer. “In any event, I wouldn’t worry about it.”

“Thanks. You’re so very helpful,” Russell mumbled.

“I aim to please,” Porter said, leaned off his stool, and headed for the door. “Don’t stay up too late. You have duty tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” Russell said. “Guess I do.”

He heard Porter say “Evening, Admiral,” as he headed out the door. But he didn’t turn around.

“Son,” Fonn said, approaching Russell from the doorway. “Don’t get up. Really.”

“Wasn’t going to,” Russell replied, glancing at him.

“That’s what I like. You’re a tough guy, for a human.”

“That means a lot coming from an Efrosian. Wait. Are Efrosian tough?”

“Not in the slightest,” Fonn admitted, and sat down on the stool beside Russell. “I’ll have what he’s having, barmaid!”

“Do you think we damaged Klingon relations today, sir?”

“We stood up for ourselves. Klingons admire that. Although we did beat a revered gameshow host senseless, so we might want to steer clear of Klingon dining establishments for a while.”

“Smart idea, Admiral.” Russell sipped his drink. “It was a pleasure going into battle with you, sir.”

“Yes. And though my aching joints won’t admit it, I had fun.”

“Huh. I suppose I did too.”

Fonn clinked glasses with Russell and drank. “Then the day wasn’t a total loss, was it?”

“No, sir.” Russell watched a concerned-looking Yeoman Jones walk in, and immediately walk up to him. “What’s the problem, Tina?”

“I’ve been tracking Commander Nakahashi’s movements on the station,” Jones said. “He’s on his way here now, and I’m going to confront him.”

“About him not talking at all during your class?” Russell asked. “Yeah. I heard about that. It’s weird.”

Fonn looked at her. “Did you say Nakahashi?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Do you know him?”

“Oh yes.”

“So you know why he’s been acting so weird in class? You know what’s behind it?”

“I sure do,” Fonn said, slowly sipping his drink.

“Thank goodness,” Jones said, turning as the door to the pub slid open, and Nakahashi ducked in. “Hold that thought.”

She walked up to him, stared him straight in the eye.

“Sir! I demand to know why you’ve been treating me this way in class. I deserve better than the silent treatment!”

Nakahashi stared at her, unblinking.

“Don’t just stand there. Do something! Say something!” Jones cried. “You’re driving me nuts!”

Nakahashi stared at her long and hard. Then, finally, he opened his mouth. He also flapped his arms wildly, like a chicken.

“BAWK-BAWK-BAWK-BAWK! BUCK- AWWWWWWWWWWWW!” he clucked, flapping his arms around, turning on a heel, and skittering out of the pub.

Jones stared after Nakahashi for a moment, waited for the door to close, then turned around and calmly walked back to where Russell and Fonn were seated.

“He’s a mental patient. He’s…crazy.”

“As a Livarian Loon, my dear,” Fonn said gently, patting Jones’s shoulder. “I don’t know how he got out, or how he got here, but he hasn’t taught in twelve years. Not since his nervous breakdown. Poor guy.”

“Yeah. Poor guy,” Jones said. She stood there a moment, seemingly lost in thought.

“Tina?” Russell asked.

“Hold on,” she said, and turned to rush out of the pub.

“Where are you going?” Russell called after her.

“To find out if he’s teaching anything next semester!”



THE END.




Romulans on the Edge



“You’re hiding something,” Dr. Amedon Nelson said as she eyed Frequoq Wuddle suspiciously.

“Of course, I’m hiding something,” Wuddle replied, turning his attention away from the flight controls of his personal spacecraft to look at her sitting in the chair next to him as the ship made its way past Edgeworld and out of the borders of Multek Enclave on its way back to Waystation.

“But why?” Nelson said, sliding into Wuddle’s lap and wrapping her arms around his neck. “I’ve already been to Multos once. You can take me there now.”

“Not until the preparations for the Grand Opening are complete. We don’t open for business to the rest of the galaxy for a few months yet. Besides, I promised Captain Beck that I would have you back to Waystation today.”

“Oh come on. Who listens to her anyway?” Nelson said grinning.

“From my experience, anyone who wants to live.”

“Are you scared of her?”

“She is…formidable. She’s told you about the first time she and I encountered each other, hasn’t she?” Wuddle asked.

“Just the basics. She was on an away team investigating Edgeworld when you beamed her team off of the planet and took them prisoner. Later, the away team escaped.”

“Ahh. So she left out the part where she nearly pummeled me senseless. Kind of her. Although the beating she gave me is the primary reason I started believing aliens existed. The bruises were hard to argue with.”

“It’s just too bad I wasn’t there to take care of them for you,” Nelson cooed. “Now what’s happening on Multos?”

“I’m not telling.”

“Wuddle!”

“We’ve just spent four days at Mebblibinabble Springs! Wasn’t that enough for you?”

“It was beautiful. I loved it, but I don’t like that you know something that I don’t.”

“You know many things that I don’t.”

“Tell me!”

“No.”

“Just a little? What are you guys doing to that planet?”

“You’ll see soon enough. I promise,” Wuddle said, looking past Nelson as he adjusted the ship’s course slightly. “But I want it to be a surprise. You’re going to AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHH HHHHHHH!”

“What?” Nelson cried, whipping her head around in time to see a ship heading right at them. The compact craft zoomed over them without so much as pausing.

“Who was that?” Wuddle demanded.

“Romulans!”

“How can you tell?”

“The ship was green.”

“What are they doing out here?”

“Probably just looking around,” Nelson said. “No big deal. They are our friends now, after all…sort of. There was that whole thing with the fake treaty they tried to get President Dillon to sign a couple of years ago, but other than that, things have been good. Besides, that wasn’t a warbird or anything. It looked more like a scout ship.”

“So it’s nothing to worry about?”

“Nah. Nothing at all.”



The flight back to Multos the next morning gave Frequoq Wuddle a great deal of time to think. Foremost on his mind - how had it gotten to be the next morning? His intention had been just to take Amedon back to Waystation and then return to Multos. He was supposed to be in his office at that very moment. Yet he found himself unwilling to leave Amedon yet again. And so he had been more than happy to accept her invitation to stay for dinner…and then to stay the night…and then to have breakfast.

But now he had finally pulled himself away in order to head back home, knowing that he probably would not see her again for weeks, possibly even a month or more.

This long distance relationship stuff sucked swabbip.

He really needed to…

AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!

Wuddle slammed his ship hard to starboard as another craft zoomed past him. It was the same one from yesterday! The Romulans!

He moved to open a comm channel but found that he was already being hailed.

“This is Frequoq Wuddle of the Multek Enclave,” he said as he responded to the hail, emulating the standard greeting he had heard the Federation officers use on countless occasions. “Why do you keep buzzing my ship?”

“Multek vessel, you are in territory claimed by the Romulan Star Empire. You will alter course at once, or we will open fire,” a curt female voice replied sternly.

“What? What territory? This is open space?”

“We have claimed everything within 100 million kilometers of the nearby planet.”

“Planet? You mean Edgeworld? That’s ours!”

“The world was uninhabited. We have established a colony there. It is ours.”

“But…”

ZAAAAAP!

A disruptor blast seared across Wuddle’s bow, missing him by millimeters but still giving his small ship a good jolt.

“It is ours!” the Romulan repeated forcefully.

“But…how do I get home?”

“Go around.”

“We won’t stand for this, you know. That’s Multek space you’re occupying,” Wuddle said.

The only reply he heard was laughter. Obviously the Romulans were not impressed.

Not anxious to get into a firefight, Wuddle changed course. But he wasn’t going around. Instead, he headed straight back to Waystation. As much as he hated the idea of running to the Federation every time the Multeks had a problem, they had far more experience with these Romulans than the Multeks did. From what Amedon had said, the Romulans and the Federation were practically allies. Captain Beck would have all of this sorted out in no time.



“A colony? On Edgeworld?” Captain Lisa Beck said as she listened to Wuddle’s description of events. She leaned back thoughtfully in her armchair in the sitting area of her office while Wuddle and Dr. Nelson sat hand-in-hand on the nearby sofa. Actually, saying that she was thoughtful was something of an overstatement. Confused was far more accurate. What possible reason could the Romulans have for wanting to take over Edgeworld? There was nothing there except for a couple of buildings that made up a hotel complex that the Multeks rarely used.

“I’m guessing there are no Multeks on Edgeworld currently,” Beck said.

“Oh no,” Wuddle replied. “The resort there seemed like a good idea when it was established. Our recreational engineers felt that seeing the edge of the inhabited universe would be a big draw. It wasn’t. We thought about adding an outlet mall, but nothing ever really came of it. Mostly our starliners just go out that way on their cruise routes, let the passengers look out the windows, then head off to the Shonabli Nebula or something more scenic. But it is still our planet, Captain.”

“I know, Wuddle,” Beck said. “The Romulans probably just don’t like the idea that the Federation is expanding into the Beta Quadrant, and they’re trying to set up their own presence here. That’s fine, but they can do it without taking one of your planets.”

“The Council of Elder Wizards will not stand for it. They are liable to tell me to send in the fleet. I only saw one Romulan vessel, so I am sure we could handle this ourselves if we had to. I just felt that I should consult you, since you have more experience with these Romulans than I do. My only other contact with them was in battle.”

“I remember,” Beck said. Days after Waystation had first been established several years earlier, the station ended up in a confrontation with a Romulan ship, and Wuddle’s vessel got caught right in the middle of it. “And I don’t think the Multeks should take any action against the Romulans. They might be looking for an excuse to declare war on you and take over the Enclave. And since the Federation does not have an official alliance with the Multeks, we wouldn’t be able to do anything about it without possibly going to war with the Romulans ourselves. These guys are not the Collectors, Wuddle. We have to proceed a lot more carefully.”

“But you will remove them from Edgeworld.”

“Not directly,” Beck said. “I’m going to try to deal with this through diplomatic channels first. That should take care of things.”

“And if it doesn’t?” Nelson asked.

“Then the problem becomes a lot more interesting.”



In general Romulans tended to have nothing but disdain for their distant Vulcan cousins and tried to differentiate themselves from Vulcans as much as possible. But considering the dead-on Vulcan impression that Nonplust, the Romulan Ambassador to the Federation, was doing at the moment, you could have fooled Captain Beck.

“I fail to see how the presence of our colony in any way affects the Federation,” the Ambassador said with the same annoyingly flat monotone he’d used throughout the entire conversation thus far.

“It affects the Multeks. You’ve taken possession of the property of a sovereign government,” Beck said to the Romulan on her desk monitor, who was currently sitting in his office on Earth.

“I sincerely doubt that my people would actively invade an inhabited planet,” Nonplust replied.

“It’s not inhabited, but that’s not the point. It’s a Multek world and has been for decades.”

“If they wish to lodge a protest, they are welcome to do so; however, since the Romulan Empire has not established formal diplomatic relations with these Multeks, I doubt that the Senate will pay much attention to their claims. Particularly since, as you have just admitted, the planet in question was unoccupied.”

“I’ll have to remember to pass that along to my colleagues in Starfleet. Uninhabited planets in Romulan space are fair game.”

“Fortunately for you, your colleagues are not foolish enough to act on such a reckless notion.”

“You obviously haven’t met some of my colleagues,” Beck said.

“Are you threatening me, Captain?”

“Not at all. My whole hope in contacting you was that we could resolve this situation before it escalated. The Multeks do not want a conflict with the Romulans, but they want their planet back.”

“I suggest you inform them that it is no longer their planet. The sooner they accept that fact, they happier they will be. If they were rash enough to strike at our colony, we would not stop until we had laid waste to their entire civilization. And, Captain, just to make sure we are clear on this, that was a threat, and I would appreciate it if you would pass it along to whatever Multeks you happen to be in contact with. Now, if you will excuse me, I am running late for a squash game with the Horta’s Federation Council Representative. Good day to you, Captain. I best not hear of this issue again.”

The Ambassador cut the channel, leaving Beck staring at the winged emblem of the Romulan Star Empire on her monitor.

Things had officially gotten interesting. Just her luck.



Wuddle had taken the news of the Romulan Ambassador’s response surprisingly well. Of course, there wasn’t much that he could do about it at the moment. Captain Beck certainly didn’t envy Wuddle at times like these. Sure she was in command of a fairly large space station, but he was the leader of an entire species. It certainly wasn’t a job he had asked for. From what Beck had gathered, Multeks generally weren’t real big on taking on leadership roles. It was too much like work in a civilization that had devoted itself to pleasure.

Federation leaders had been trying to deal with the Romulans for generations. Hell, Starfleet’s first war was against them. Wuddle was in way over his head, which, to the Multek’s credit, he knew. That was why he had come to Beck, and why she couldn’t just send him away after the Romulan Ambassador rebuffed her.

She was able to convince him to spend another night on the station while she tried to come up with some kind of game plan. She’d even gone so far as to send Ensign Laru out in the Cumberland on an incredibly roundabout route to Multos so as to avoid detection by the Romulans and to let the Multeks know that their leader was fine and that he’d be returning home as soon as he could.

Unfortunately, all Beck had managed to come up with overnight was a headache. She could not think of a way to get the Romulans off of Edgeworld that didn’t lead directly to some kind of interstellar incident, either between the Multeks and the Romulans or between the Romulans and the Federation.

After getting showered and dressed and taking something for her pounding head, Beck was just about to leave her quarters to meet Wuddle and Dr. Nelson for breakfast when her door chime sounded.

“Hang on,” Beck called, pulling her long red hair up into a pony tail as she strode through her living room to answer the door. After being kidnapped by Joel Hodges and his Andorian followers a year earlier, she no longer just said “come in” when someone rang her door chime.

With her hair secured, she opened the door and found Admiral Fonn standing on the other side, his long, white hair flowing freely. Actually, it didn’t look like he’d so much as brushed it this morning. The Efrosian was also missing his usual warm smile, which put Beck on alert. Something was obviously wrong. She couldn’t imagine what Fonn would care about, though, beyond a station-wide holodeck malfunction. The Admiral expected to be able to relax and enjoy his pseudo-retirement when he wanted and where he wanted. Still holodeck problems were Lieutenant Commander Porter’s area. Not hers.

“Admiral,” she said by way of greeting. “This is a surprise. What can I do for you?”

“You contacted the Romulan Ambassador?” he said, striding into her quarters. The question was not so much a “Did you do it?” but a “How could you do it?”

“Yes,” Beck said, allowing the doors to the corridor to close so that she and Fonn were now alone in her living room and away from prying ears. “I was trying to help the Multeks with a problem.”

“I heard,” Fonn said tiredly, tossing himself onto Beck’s sofa. “Fleet Admiral Ra’al commed me an hour ago demanding to know why I allowed a subordinate to comm the Romulan Ambassador.”

“What did you tell her?” Beck asked.

“What do you think I told her? I said you were acting on my orders,” Fonn replied. “But I don’t have a damn clue what any of this is about.”

“You said you didn’t want to be bothered with station business. You’re here to relax.”

“Yes, but now station business is bothering me. I don’t like having to tap dance in front of the Fleet Admiral and pretend that I know all about something I haven’t even heard of. My whole point in coming here was to be in a place that Command didn’t care about!”

“I’m sorry the Multeks’ crisis is inconveniencing you, sir,” Beck remarked.

“Don’t you think it’s a little much to be calling this a crisis?”

“Not if you’re the Multeks. That was one of their planets that was taken over.”

“A planet with nobody on it.”

“Since when did that matter? We’re talking about the sovereign territory of a foreign power.”

“Which is currently occupied by a far more relevant foreign power,” Fonn said.

“Again, since when did that matter?”

“It matters when we’re talking about the Romulans. Relations between the Federation and the Romulan Empire have not been this good…well…ever, and short of someone wiping out the Praetor and the entire Senate, they are liable to stay that way for some time to come…unless we mess it up. And, to be absolutely clear, by mess it up I mean sticking our noses where they don’t belong. This is between the Romulans and the Multeks. You stay out of it.”

“I promised the Multeks that the Federation would be there to help them if they were ever invaded,” Beck said. “This sure as hell looks like an invasion to me.”

“The Romulans aren’t going to invade. They just set up a colony on an abandoned world,” Fonn said. “Maybe this will teach the Multeks a lesson. They need to watch their borders.”

“Or maybe they’ll learn that the Federation breaks its promises.”

“Lay off it, Beck. Things like this happen all the time. They have to give a little to get a little. That’s how treaties work. Look at our treaty with the Cardassians before the Dominion War. We gave up some planets, and they gave up some planets.”

“Ah yes. The treaty that brought us the Maquis. A shining example to follow, sir.”

“You know what I mean. They give up a planet, and in return they know that not one, but two major powers will be around in case any aggressor species come calling. There’s no reason for you to get involved.”

“Let me make sure I have this straight. I am not to get involved,” Beck said.

“You heard me. Stay out of it, Beck.”

“All right,” Beck said, holding her hands up. “I don’t know how I’m going to explain this to Frequoq Wuddle, but I will stay out of it.”

“Thanks, Lisa. I’m sorry about this, but I don’t want us getting embroiled in this kind of mess, and I pretty damn sure that Command doesn’t want us involved either.”

“I understand that, sir,” Beck said.

“All right then. I won’t keep you,” Fonn said, hopping up from the sofa. “I’ve got a tee time on the holodeck in an hour anyway. You have a good day.”

“I’ll probably just grab a bite to eat in the mall then head up to Ops. Nothing exciting.”

“Sounds like my kind of day. See you later, Beck.”

“Goodbye, Admiral,” Beck replied as Fonn strolled out of her quarters, whistling as he went. And why shouldn’t he whistle? As far as he was concerned, as long as there wasn’t a problem for him, there wasn’t a problem at all.

But Beck would follow the Admiral’s orders. She would stay out of it. Yes, she would. She wouldn’t get involved at all.



Commander Walter Morales stopped in mid-bite of his Z’ikMuffin as he saw Captain Beck storm into McBaughb’s like a woman on a mission. Of course, she wasn’t actually on a mission, since being on a mission would imply that she was getting involved in something, which she wasn’t. Beck looked around the restaurant for a moment, then, spotting Morales, set a direct course for his table.

“Uh oh,” Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges said from across the table. “She’s after one of us. No doubt about that. What did you do?”

“Me?” Morales said after choking down his bite of breakfast sandwich. “Who says I did anything?”

“Well, I know I didn’t.”

Beck slid into the booth beside Hodges, put her elbows up on the table and rested her head in her hands and she pasted a big fake smile on her face. “Good morning, you two! How’s your breakfast?” she said way too happily.

“Um…fine,” Morales said. “Is something wrong?”

“Wrong? What could possibly be wrong? I just happened to be wandering by this fine establishment and saw two of my good friends enjoying a hearty breakfast. I simply wanted to come in and say hello.”

“Okay, Lisa. What are you up to?” Hodges said.

“Me? Up to something? No. Not at all. I was going to try to help the Multeks get the Romulans off of Edgeworld, but Admiral Fonn doesn’t want me to get involved. Nope. I cannot get involved. Someone else will have to help them. Actually, anyone could help them as long as it’s not me, because I am not getting involved. Those are my orders, and I’m going to follow them. Yes, sir-ee.”

Morales exchanged a look with Hodges. “You want me to get the Romulans off of Edgeworld?” he asked Beck.

“I never said that. I’m not getting involved. Whoever did get involved, though, would need to make sure that the Federation was never implicated in anything at all because this is between the Multeks and the Romulans. And I’m not to get involved.”

“Yeah. You mentioned that,” Hodges said.

“You know, I don’t think our junior officers have been getting enough command experience,” Beck said thoughtfully. “I’m going to start training some of them for Ops duty. That means that my regular command staff won’t have anything to do for the next few days, but I’m sure they’ll find ways to keep themselves occupied. Right, Commander?”

“I get the feeling something will turn up,” Morales said, not feeling all that sure that he was pleased by this turn of events. His quiet breakfast had suddenly turned into a covert mission. Covert missions were not exactly his field of expertise. At least he would be getting some help.

“I’m due in Ops,” Beck said suddenly. “You two have a nice breakfast.”

“We’ll try,” Hodges said. Beck was already out of the booth and halfway toward the exit.

“Hmmm,” Morales said.

“Hmmm what?” Hodges asked.

“Just hmmm.”

“You have no idea what to do next, do you?”

“Not a clue,” Morales said.

“I wish I could help, but Colonel Lazlo has us doing maneuvers all day in preparation for a couple of weeks from now, when we’re going to some hell-hole of a planet to do even more maneuvers.”

“Suddenly dealing with the Romulans doesn’t sound so bad.”



“What are we doing here?” Frequoq Wuddle asked confused as Dr. Nelson practically dragged him down the corridor on one of the Waystation residence decks. “We were supposed to meet with Captain Beck.”

“I told you. There’s been a slight change of plans.”

“What kind of change? Why is there a change?”

“If you’d shut up for two seconds, you’d find out,” Nelson said.

“But…”

“Just be quiet!” Nelson said, clapping a hand over Wuddle’s mouth. “And trust me. You trust me, don’t you?”

Wuddle nodded, his mouth still covered.

“Good. Everything will make sense in a couple of minutes,” Nelson said as she led Wuddle up to a door and pressed the chime. “Room service,” she said.

The door slid open revealing a set of quarters and Commander Morales standing in the doorway. Past Morales, Wuddle could see Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter and Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell sitting on the sofa.

“Just what we ordered,” Porter called.

Wuddle was now even more confused. “Is this a…” Before he could finish the question, Nelson shoved him into the room and entered as well, allowing Morales to close the doors behind them.

“And that’s everyone,” Morales said.

“What’s going on here?” Wuddle demanded. “Where is Captain Beck?”

“This is a meeting,” Morales said. “We’re going to see what we can do about your Romulan problem. As for Captain Beck, she has been ordered to not get involved in this situation. Therefore, she has asked us to deal with things.”

“Can you do that without her?”

“I’m feeling sincerely doubted here,” Porter said.

“That makes two of us,” Russell said.

“We’re going to do what we can,” Morales said. “But because of the tenuous nature of the relationship between the Federation and the Romulans, we have to make sure that the Romulans do not find out that we are interfering in this situation.”

“Oooh. Nice use of ‘tenuous’,” Porter said.

“I agree,” Nelson said.

“Are you guys just going to do anything other than critique my presentation?” Morales snapped.

“Well, I was going to critique your artwork,” Porter said, gesturing to one of the many paintings on the wall, all of which were done by Morales, “but I have a feeling that would get me hurt.”

“Go ahead,” Nelson said with a glint in her eye. “Medical help is standing by.”

“Thanks, but I make it a point to try to avoid needing medical help in the first place.”

“Romulans!” Wuddle exclaimed.

“Huh?” Russell said, snapping alert and looking around quickly.

“What are we doing about them?”

“That’s what we need to figure out,” Morales said. “First, I think we need to find out just what kind of set up they have on Edgeworld. You’ve actually been there, haven’t you, Sean?”

“Yeah. It was pretty barren except for the hotel buildings,” Russell said.

“Barren?” Wuddle said. “Oh wait. It was the winter season when we captured your people from there as I recall. You should see it now when the lorbeldolises are in bloom. The entire valley below the hotel plateau is a sea of aqua and crimson.”

“Poetic, isn’t he?” Nelson said, giving Wuddle a kiss on the cheek.

“Do you remember anything else?” Morales said. “Anything about the buildings? The Romulans may be using them.”

“They were buildings,” Russell replied, shaking his head. “I did get an incredible massage, though. There was this little robot, and it worked my back over better than anyone since a masseuse I visited on Risa. Well, she was technically a masseuse…and a bit more. You remember her, Craig? The Orion with the huge…”

“We get the idea,” Morales said quickly.

“Does any of that help?” Wuddle asked. “I can certainly get you detailed blueprints of the hotel complex if you think they will help.”

“Thanks,” Morales said. “But I think I need to take a look around in person if I’m going to get an accurate gauge of the situation.”

“In person? As in going to Edgeworld yourself?” Wuddle asked. “I thought you said that you wanted to keep the Federation’s involvement in this secret.”

“I do,” Morales said. “And we will. But you’re going to have to come with us if we’re going to pull this off..”

“Why?”

“We need you.”



“Are you absolutely sure you need me for this?” Wuddle asked nervously as Commander Morales piloted the Frequoq’s ship closer and closer to Edgeworld. They had left Waystation several hours earlier and plotted a roundabout route that now had them approaching the Romulan-occupied world from the direction of Multos, the Multek homeworld. “It looks more like you just need my ship. I would have loaned it to you.”

“No way. You’re absolutely vital,” Porter replied, clapping a hand on Wuddle’s shoulder. For a moment, Wuddle was actually taken aback by the paleness of it. Sure it was a normal hue (or lack of hue, really) for a Multek, but Wuddle had grown used to the darker variety of tones of human skin . Seeing Porter and the other Waystation officers made over as Multeks was actually a tad disconcerting…except for Amedon. He’d seen her this way before, and she was gorgeous. Of course, he felt she was gorgeous with her normal skin tone as well, but seeing her like this…well…it made him wish that they were the only two on board. They could adjourn to the bedchamber and…

“Romulan scout ship approaching,” Morales said, yanking Wuddle violently out of his pleasant fantasy.

“We’re not going to be able to fight him off in this thing if this gets ugly,” Russell warned.

“Then let’s make sure it doesn’t get ugly,” Morales said. “I’m hailing them. Everyone try to look as Multek as possible.”

“What does that mean?” Wuddle asked irritated.

“Not now, dear,” Nelson said as the small monitor on the flight console in front of Morales flashed to the image of a stern Romulan male.

“This is the territory of the Romulan Star Empire,” the Romulan said with a scowl. “State your business here.”

“My name is Mordle,” Commander Morales said. “Official Assistant Attache to Frequoq Wuddle, Supreme Leader of the Multek Enclave. His Frequoqness requests a meeting with your colony administrator to discuss future relations between the Romulan Star Empire and the Multek Enclave.”

“You mean like a diplomatic meeting?” the Romulan asked surprised.

“Er…yes. The Frequoq would like to beam down to the surface along with myself and my Official Assistant Assistant.”

“Hold,” the Romulan said, just before abruptly disappearing from the monitor, his image replaced with the familiar bird emblem of the Romulan Empire. The bird suddenly animated and began juggling the two planets of Romulus and Remus it held in its talons as the words “Your comm is important to us. Please continue to hold” scrolled by underneath.

The Romulan reappeared two minutes later, scowl still intact. “Three of you may transport down to the surface at coordinates I am sending to you now. No weapons.”

“This is a diplomatic visit,” Morales replied. “Why would we bring weapons?”

“Just don’t!” the Romulan ordered. “Commander Brella will meet you at the provided coordinates. Do not leave the beam down point until she arrives, or you will be arrested for espionage and executed at the first available opportunity. Do you understand these conditions as I have presented them?”

“They are quite clear,” Morales said as Wuddle gulped in the background.

“Very good. Thank you for your attention and enjoy your visit to Romulan Colony D-B 765.” Once again, the Romulan abruptly disappeared, this time due to his closing of the comm channel.

“Is anyone else here thinking that this is a trap?” Wuddle asked nervously.

“Actually, no,” Russell said. “The Romulans have no reason to take you hostage. They have their colony. While they might be able to get away with colonizing a planet that no one was living on, the Federation would see grabbing you as an outright attack on the Multeks, and we’d be forced to get involved officially.”

“So being taken hostage could be good,” Wuddle said.

“No it couldn’t,” Porter said adamantly. “I am not beaming down there to get captured. I mean it.”

“Russell’s right. Nobody will be captured,” Morales said. “Knowing the Romulans, they’ll probably just want to gloat that they have Edgeworld and act superior toward us. While they’re doing that, we’ll take a look around and see if we get any ideas for our next move.”

“What if you don’t get any ideas?” Wuddle asked.

“Then we’ll beam you back down and let them take you hostage,” Porter said, drawing a harsh smack to the back of the head from Nelson. “OWWWWW! Hey!”



Commander Morales, Lieutenant Commander Porter, and Frequoq Wuddle materialized on the surface of Edgeworld a short time later and found themselves in a courtyard area at the center of a cluster of six metal buildings. Wuddle was evidently right about the time of year. Far from being the dustball Russell had described, plants and flowers seemed to be blooming everywhere. Across the courtyard, a squat cylindrical robot tended a lovely garden, carefully pruning and weeding the plants within.

“This is actually pretty nice,” Porter said, looking around appreciatively. “I may have to come stay here sometime.”

Wuddle gasped. “Do you think the Romulans intend to go into the hospitality business?” he asked in alarm.

“I doubt it,” Morales said. “That’s really not their style.”

“Thank the Yerdle.”

“How long do you think they’re going to make us wait here?” Porter asked.

“Not too long,” Morales said.

“What makes you say that?”

“Her,” Morales said, pointing at the imperious Romulan woman striding out of the largest of the buildings and making her way toward them.

“Am I talking to her?” Wuddle asked nervously.

“I’ll handle it,” Morales said. “Just stand there and look leaderly.”

“Leaderly?”

“Act like you’re too important to talk,” Porter said.

“Ahh. I see. I can do that.”

“I am Commander Brella,” the Romulan stated as she completed her approach and surveyed the three Multeks (Or what she thought were Multeks. She was only 33% right) in front of her with a disapproving eye. “State your business and then leave our territory.”

“Frequoq Wuddle of the Multek Enclave extends his most sincere greetings,” Morales said with a deferential bow. “His Frequoqness wishes to open a dialogue with our new neighbor and begin what promises to be a beneficial and peaceful friendship between our two peoples.”

“And you’re this Frequoq?” Brella asked, locking her gaze on Wuddle.

“Yes, he is,” Morales said.

“Then why…why…why…ACHOOOOOOOOOOO!” The Romulan officer’s stately demeanor vanished in an instant as she convulsed with the force of a violent sneeze.

“Why can’t he speak for himself?” she asked quickly as she yanked a dark green handkerchief out of her uniform pocket and began dabbing her aquiline nose.

“It is my role to speak for him,” Morales said.

“So he feels that he is too good to speak to…to…ACHOO…a Romulan!”

“Not at all. It is simply our custom.”

“You’re on our colony, so I suggest that you start abiding by our customs.”

“Very well,” Morales said. “Your Frequoqness?”

Wuddle’s eyes widened. “Me?”

“Yes, Your Frequoqness. You will need to continue this dialogue yourself.”

“Oh…of course. It is a great honor to be here today, Commander Brella. I give you my most sincere thanks for the invitation.”

“ACHOOO! Get on with it.”

“There’s really nothing to get on with,” Wuddle said. “I came by to say hello and to hopefully establish a diplomatic relationship with you.”

“You’re not…ACHOOO ACHOOO ACHOOOOO…getting your planet back.”

“I understand that, but I do hope that you are enjoying its beauty.”

“We will…as soon as we eradicate every last flower from its surface! ACHOOO!”

“But some of the most beautiful lorbeldolises in the Enclave grow here!”

“Is that what these infernal flowers are called? ACHOO! They’re a menace!”

“To you perhaps.”

“Not just to me!” Brella exclaimed. “My whole crew is trapped inside because whenever we go out…ACHOO! That happens!”

“I would have thought that a species as advanced as yourselves would have eradicated allergies,” Porter said.

“We did! Or thought we did anyway,” Brella grumbled. As Brella succumbed to another sneezing fit, Morales noticed a small, spider-like robot heading their way. He assumed it was a maintenance bot until it stopped behind Brella, raised a spindly metal leg into the air, and tapped the Romulan’s calf.

“AUUUGGGH!” the Romulans screamed startled as she spun toward the source of the attack. “Not you again!” she screamed, spotting the robot.

“Massage?” the robot asked.

“No!”

“Would you like to make an appointment for a massage later in the day?”

“NO!!!”

“Very well. I will check with you again later. Enjoy your stay.”

“Damn things…ACHOO!” Brella snapped, lashing out with her foot and kicking the robot onto its back, its legs flapping wildly as it tried to right itself.

“We could take that off of your hands if you don’t want it,” Porter said.

“Please do,” Brella said, giving the massage bot another kick and sending it sliding over to Porter, who scooped it up.

“Massage?” the robot asked.

“Maybe later,” Porter said.

“ACHOO! Are we done here?” Brella demanded. “My crew and I have a great deal of preparations to finish before the colony ship arrives.”

“Colony ship?” Morales said.

“What? Did you think that the fifteen of us were it?” Brella asked. “We’re just the advance occupation and scout force. A full colonization vessel will be here in two days along with the official Colony Administrator. If you want to come back then, he might be more receptive to this diplomacy business.”

“Ahh…I see,” Wuddle said. “Well…”

“We’ll do that,” Morales said quickly. “Thank you for your time.”

“You’re…ACHOO…welcome.” And with that, the Romulan spun on her heel and beat a hasty retreat back to the pollen-free safety of the buildings.



Lieutenant Commander Russell practically jumped Porter as the away team returned to the cockpit of Wuddle’s ship.

“You found one!” Russell exclaimed, snatching for the prize Porter held in his hands. “Give it up!”

“Never on the first date,” Porter replied, cradling the massage robot possessively.

“Don’t mess around here, Craig. I want the robot.”

“You two can fight over your new toy later,” Morales said as he slid back into the pilot’s seat and turned the ship away from Edgeworld toward Multos. “We’ve got bigger problems.”

“I just love it when commanding officer say things like that,” Dr. Nelson muttered. “What else is wrong?”

“That’s not the whole colony,” Morales replied. “There’s a transport heading this way with the colony’s full complement, and I’m betting a fair amount of planetary defense equipment as well.”

“How long?”

“Two days. If we don’t find a way to get the Romulans away from Edgeworld before then, we’re never going to get them off that planet. They’ll be too entrenched.”

The cockpit was silent for several moments.

“Russell and I will take care of the transport ship,” Dr. Nelson said finally.

“What?” Russell exclaimed. “How?”

“I’ve got an idea. But we need to get back to the station.”

“That’s where we’re heading,” Morales said. “And maybe on the way the rest of us will come up with some ideas of our own.”

“That would be nice,” Porter replied. “Especially since the Doc had to go and put pressure on us.” She glanced over at Nelson, whose eyes were gleaming mischievously. “And I’m heading to the back before she can start in with the ‘performance issues’ cracks.”

“Aw come on!” Nelson said. “You set me up for it!”

“Too well,” Porter said, exiting the cockpit.

“Hey! Get back here with that robot!” Russell cried, chasing after him.

Wuddle, who had settled into the co-pilot’s seat, looked over at Morales as the Commander let out a long sigh. “If you don’t mind my asking, Commander,” the Frequoq said, “are there days that you feel more like the father of small children than a military officer?”

“Every single one.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 56584.3. There’s absolutely nothing of interest to report. My command officers have returned to the station after taking a relaxing tour of the Multek Enclave courtesy of Frequoq Wuddle. Upon their return, Dr. Nelson consulted me concerning a medical situation that may be brewing in the region. At her recommendation, I have granted her request to borrow the Wayward and the services of Lieutenant Commander Russell.

“Meanwhile, Commander Morales and Lieutenant Commander Porter will be leaving again with Frequoq Wuddle on a mission to further our understanding of the Multek people.

“Admiral Fonn has, of course, been kept up to date on all matters.”



“What’s this?” Admiral Fonn asked, staring at the padd that Captain Beck had shoved into his arms as soon as he’d opened the doors to his quarters.

“Station status update, sir,” Beck said, standing stiffly at attention in the corridor.

“Oh for Nefert’s sake!” Fonn exclaimed in exasperation.

“Is there a problem, sir?”

“Get in here, Beck!” Fonn snapped, stepping aside to allow Beck to enter his quarters. “And relax, dammit!” He tossed the padd onto the sofa in his living room and gave the tie on his bathrobe a firm tug to make sure it was securely closed.

“Yes, sir,” Beck said, doing as ordered.

“What the hell is going on?” Fonn demanded as soon as the doors had closed behind Beck.

“I’m just trying to keep you in the loop, sir.”

“I don’t give a damn about the loop!”

“That’s news to me, sir.”

“Beck!” Fonn shouted. He caught himself and softened his tone. “Lisa. Look.. I’m not here to run your station. I don’t want to run it. The Romulan thing was a one time deal. You keep us under Command’s sensors, and you won’t hear a peep out of me.”

“So you don’t want to read the status report?”

“Does any of it involve you pestering the governments of rival quadrant powers?”

“I can honestly say no.”

“Then I don’t care,” Fonn said.

“If you’re sure.”

“I’m sure,” Fonn said with a smile. “I’m sure that you and your crew can handle whatever else is listed in there.”

“We’re working on it,” Beck said, returning the smile. “I just needed to know where we stand.”

“You stand in Ops. And I’ll probably be laying on a beach in the holodeck.”

“I’m all for that plan.”

“As am I. And you’re welcome to come join me, if you get some time.”

“I’ll see what I can do, sir.”

“It’s Leelan, remember?”

“All right, Leelan. I need to get back to Ops. I’ll see you later.”

“I look forward to it,” Fonn said with a slight bow of his head as Beck scooped her padd up off of the sofa then exited the Admiral’s quarters.

“Beck to Nelson,” she said once she was out in the corridor and making her way back to the turbolift.

“Nelson here. How’d it go?”

“Exactly like I expected.”

“He didn’t even read it?”

“Nope. Looks like you’re all clear.”

“Acknowledged. We’re on our way.”

“Keep safe out there.”

“We will. Nelson out.”



Commander Morales entered the docking bay where Frequoq Wuddle’s ship sat and wondered not for the first time if he was up for this. Dr. Nelson and Lieutenant Commander Russell had taken off in the Wayward a few minutes earlier to go intercept the Romulan colony ship. She had a plan. He, meanwhile, had nothing. The more he tried to come up with something, the more his brain seemed to resist him. He wanted to force a plan out of his mind and only ended up with a complete blank. His mind whirred, but nothing was clicking.

He climbed up the ramp into the ship and found Porter and Wuddle in the craft’s small living compartment. Porter was stretched out on a sofa letting the massage bot work on his back while Wuddle sat in an armchair staring ahead blankly, obviously weighed down by the thoughts coursing through his skull.

“Any revelations?” Porter asked, his voice a sleepy slur as he spotted Morales stepping into the room.

“We’re in deep trouble.”

“Wanna massage?”

“Maybe later,” Morales said, plopping down in a chair across from Wuddle. Part of him wanted to snap at Porter for relaxing at a time like this, but years of serving with Waystation’s Chief of Operations and Science Officer had taught Morales that Porter had his own methods. He was undoubtedly working through the situation in his mind right now.

He was also drooling.

“I only have one option,” Wuddle said softly. “I have to order an attack.”

“No,” Morales said firmly. “It’s not going to come to that. I promise.”

The trio fell silent again for several moments until Porter let out a relaxed sigh.

“Is that helping?” Morales asked.

“Oh yeah. I’m going to come up with something any second now.”

“I’m just surprised you managed to pry that thing away from Russell.”

“He’s very predictable at Rock, Paper, Scissors,” Porter said before letting out another little groan. “Those Romulans don’t know what they were giving up.”

“They didn’t give anything up,” Wuddle said.

“Tell that to my leggy friend back there,” Porter said, gesturing at the robot on his back.

“As soon as its absence was detected by the system, another was created its place,” Wuddle said. “The Romulans can have all of the massages they want from our robots…on our planet.”

“Wait,” Morales said, leaning forward in his chair. “There’s an automated robot construction facility on Edgeworld?”

“You make it sound rather grandiose. It’s only a fabricator. I believe you call them industrial replicators.”

“I’m sure the Romulans will be thrilled to see another one show up,” Porter said, managing to get a bit of sarcasm through his contentedness.

“I bet they will,” Morales said, a smile slowly spreading across his face as his mind raced, usefully this time.

“Uh oh. He’s plotting something,” Porter said.

“Are you?” Wuddle asked hopefully.

“I think so. Can you still get us those schematics of the structures on Edgeworld?”

“Of course,” Wuddle said. “Anything you need.”

“I need the schematics. And we’ll also need one of your military vessels.”

“I thought you said that we were trying to avoid an attack!”

“We are,” Morales said. “Just get another ship and have it meet up with us inside the Enclave. We don’t have a lot of time.”

“Does this mean my massage is over?” Porter asked.

“Sorry. Duty calls,” Morales said, striding toward the cockpit.

“Meanie.”



Sub-Commander Zocor of the Romulan Colonization Cruiser Rainex frowned as he watched the sensor blip approaching their vessel.

“They still haven’t armed their weapons,” Centurion Dredlox reported from the cruiser’s tactical console.

“Of course they haven’t,” the ship’s commanding officer, Commander Nasdak, said as he strode out of the turbolift onto the cruiser’s bridge. “We have every right to be here. They may simply be here to provide an escort as a show of friendship and all that nonsense.”

“They are hailing us,” Dredlox said.

“Very well. Put them on,” Nasdak said, taking up a position standing in front of his command chair as Zocor moved to his side. “Have you ever spoken to a Starfleet Officer?” Nasdak asked his second-in-command.

“No, Commander. My career has kept me inside the Empire until now.”

“They are a friendly sort, and trusting, both of which work to our advantage. Above all, though, they believe in diplomacy. Show the slightest sign of cooperation, and they’ll talk to you until the universe ends.”

“They are responding,” Dredlox said just as the image on the viewscreen switched from the approaching Federation starship to a dark-haired woman wearing a blue lab coat over the usual Starfleet uniform.

“Greetings, Federation vessel,” Nasdak said before the woman could speak. “I am Commander Nasdak of the Rainex. How may I be of service?”

“You can cut your engines and let us come aboard.”

“Cut our engines? Why would we do that?”

“You went through the Leopred Expanse on your way here, didn’t you?”

“Of course. There’s no way to get from the Empire to this position without passing through there. Why?”

“A ship showed up at Starbase 274 three days ago carrying Gerafelian Mumps. They went through the Leopred Expanse just before heading to the starbase, so we’re quarantining any ships coming from that direction until we can definitively establish that no one on board has it.”

“We are all fine.”

“Maybe. And maybe the symptoms just haven’t shown up yet. Now obviously we can’t force you to comply, but I’m asking you as a doctor to let me run these scans. Think of it as a way to strengthen the growing bond of friendship between our peoples.”

“A moment, if you please,” Nasdak said, before putting the human doctor on hold.

On the Wayward, Lieutenant Commander Russell glanced over at Dr. Nelson. “Do you think he’s going to go for it?”

“Probably. My guess is that his superiors are as anxious to avoid a confrontation as ours are.”

Commander Nasdak reappeared on the viewscreen a split- second later. “My Chief Medical Officer has assured me that these Gerafelian Mumps are not to be trifled with, so, in the interest of the health of my crew and passengers and in the spirit of friendship, we will assent to your request.”

“Thank you, Commander,” Nelson said. “We’ll be waiting to receive transporter coordinates. In the meantime, tell your people to form a nice, orderly single-file line and to put on clothes they can take off easily.”

“Take…off?”

“We have to be sure, now don’t we?” Nelson replied sweetly. “Besides, I’m a doctor. I’ve seen it all before.”

“Of course. Rainex out.”

The uncomfortable Romulan commander vanished.

“Ooooh!” Nelson exclaimed. “My first naked Romulans!”

“Seen it all before, huh?” Russell said with a smirk.



To use a human phrase, this sucked, Centurion Limpix thought as he stared blankly at the viewscreen of his scout ship while slumped back in his chair at the vessel’s helm console. Everyone else was down on Edgeworld while he sat idly orbiting the planet on the off chance that anyone showed up. The only excitement had been the arrival of a Multek ship the day before, but he wasn’t even on shift then. His counterpart, Centurion Altel, who was currently asleep in the back of the ship, had dealt with that one. Why couldn’t he be on the planet right now? Granted, Commander Brella had told him that conditions were pretty miserable, but it had to be more interesting that being alone in the scout ship’s bridge.

A sudden beeping from his console snapped him out of his boredom. The sensors had detected something. Checking the readouts, he spotted a Multek ship hovering just at the edge of sensor range, where it probably believed that it wouldn’t be detected.

Obviously, the Multeks had underestimated Romulan sensors. And if they thought that they could just sit there and spy on the colony, they had another thing coming. Limpix abruptly broke from orbit and sped off toward the unwelcome Multek guest.

Actually, he did welcome their arrival and the distraction it provided. But the Multeks sure weren’t going to be thrilled about it once he got through with them.



“He’s moving away,” Frequoq Wuddle reported as he watched the sensor display in the cockpit of his ship.

“Good,” Commander Morales said, easing the Frequoq’s ship closer to Edgeworld. “Your people understand that they are not to open fire, right?”

“I have explained it to them repeatedly. At the first sign of open hostility, they will retreat.”

“You make it sound so negative,” Porter said from the rear of the cockpit. “Think of it more as a strategic running away.”

“As long as it gets us Edgeworld back, I don’t care what we call it,” Wuddle said.

“How are we coming, Craig?” Morales asked.

“I’m accessing the resort’s central computer now. Hopefully the Romulans haven’t fiddled with anything.”

“I’m sure they brought their own computers and didn’t give the Multek systems a second glance,” Morales replied.

“Why? What’s wrong with our computers?” Wuddle asked offended.

“Nothing. It’s just the Romulan Way.”

“And their raging superiority complex,” Porter said. “Okay. I’m in, and I’ve got complete control.”

“Get started,” Morales said. “And let’s hope this works.”



Commander Brella glared at the two Sub-Lieutenants in front of her with unbridled disgust. “This is supposed to be the office of the colony administrator. What is the colony administrator going to do with a heart-shaped bathtub?”

“Bathe?” one of the Sub-Lieutenant’s offered hesitantly.

“Get it out of here!”

“But it’s built into the floor!”

“Then cover it. Just do something with it before…before…ACHOOOOO!”

Brella froze, looking around at the air suspiciously. Why did she just sneeze? She was inside. Surely there was no…

“ACHOOOOOOOOOOO!”

“ACHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” the Sub-Lieutenants echoed, nearly knocking themselves over with the forces of their sneezes.

“What…ACHOO…is happening?” Brella demanded.

The Sub-Lieutenants shrugged, then sneezed again.

Determined to get to the bottom of the situation, the Romulan commander stormed out of what was once the Edgeworld Resort Honeymoon Suite and made her way back to the lobby, sneezing several more times on the way.

“Who left the door open?” she shouted, charging into the lobby where most of the rest of her crew was working to redecorate the chamber into something more Romulan. At least they were supposed to be redecorating. At the moment, most of them were convulsing in the midst of allergy attacks. And the doors weren’t actually open. But someway, somehow their environment had been compromised.

“Commander…ACHOOO,” her Sub-Commander cried, stumbling over to her. “We…ACHOO…ACHOOO…ACHOOACHOOOACHOOOO!”

“I…ACHOO…understand. Get everyone…ACHOOO…back here and…ACHOOO…Seal the…ACHOOO…room.”

The Sub-Commander nodded and rushed off, sneezing as he went. Seconds later, he came running back into the lobby. “Commander!” he screamed pointing back at the doorway.

Over the sneezing, Commander Brella was able to hear the clack-clack-clack of something moving along the stone floor of the hotel. Moments later, that something came into view. Actually, it was a lot of somethings.

“Massage?” several hundred of the spider-limbed massage bots asked in unison.

“Oh no,” Brella said as a cold chill of fear coursed through her. The massage bots charged, quickly swarming the hapless pair of Sub-Lieutenants who had just jogged into the lobby from another corridor. Despite their pleading for mercy, the Sub-Lieutenants were knocked to the floor, flipped onto their stomachs, then forcibly-massaged by dozens of robot legs.

“RUN!” Brella screamed, adding an achoo as she shoved her Sub-Commander aside and made a break for the exit, scrambling for her communicator as she went. Her Sub-Commander went for his disruptor, firing blindly into the horde of robot relaxation experts as the remainder of the crew fell one by one to the devices. He was able to destroy a number of the robots, but more and more swooped in to take their place. Seeing that the situation was hopeless, the Sub-Commander raced for the doors behind Brella. She managed to get the doors open and dash outside, but as her Sub-Commander took a single step toward the outside he was caught from behind and dragged back into the hotel by a small horde of robots intent on dealing with his tension.

“Brella to Limpix!” Commander Brella shouted into her communicator, watching in horror as the Sub-Commander disappeared from view.

“Limpix,” the Centurion replied from the safety of the bridge of the scout ship.

“GET US OUT OF HERE!”

“But I am dealing with a Multek…”

“NOW!!!!!!”

“On my way.”

“What do you mean ‘on your way’?” Brella demanded. “Transport us up now!”

“I will as soon as I’m back in range.”

“Then get back in range!” Brella shouted as a half dozen massage bots emerged from the hotel and started scampering in her direction. “AND HURRY!” she added, taking off at a run.



“Are you a human?” the little Romulan girl Dr. Nelson was examining asked, her eyes wide.

“Mostly,” Nelson said.

“My mommy says humans are stupid.”

Nelson glanced up at the girl’s mother, who was standing with her daughter. The mother forced a weak smile. “Kids are cute, aren’t they?” she said.

“Adorable,” Nelson replied. “All right. You’re both clean and clear. Get dressed and send in the next person.”

“We are the last ones,” the mother said.

“Wow, Mommy. You’re right! Humans are stupid!” the little girl exclaimed.

“Would you like me to immunize your daughter against possible future Gerafelian Mumps outbreaks?” Nelson asked helpfully. “The immunization hypo should only cause her a few days of discomfort.”

“That would be amenable to me. Thank you,” the mother said as her daughter looked from her to Nelson in alarm.

Having immunized the girl and ensured that a couple of days of dull pain would make her think twice before she called humans stupid again, Dr. Nelson was escorted back to the Rainex’s bridge by a stone-faced Centurion, who led her before Commander Nasdak.

“I have been told that your work here is complete.”

“So I’ve heard,” Nelson said.

“In that case, I would ask you to depart, so that we may be on our way.”

Nelson shuffled slightly. She’d been waiting for a signal from Russell that Morales and his team had resolved the issue on Edgeworld, but so far she hadn’t heard anything. She needed to stall for more time, but with the Gerafelian Mumps inspections complete, there wasn’t much she could do to…

“Vessel approaching at high warp!” the Centurion at tactical announced suddenly. “It’s the scout force.”

“Hail Commander Brella,” Nasdak snapped, instantly forgetting that Nelson was present.

“She is already hailing us.”

“Put her on.”

The wide-eyed face of a very disheveled Romulan woman appeared on the screen. “Commander Brella, what is the meaning of this? Why aren’t you at the colony?” Nasdak demanded.

“We can’t go back to that place!” Brella cried. “Find somewhere else. We have to find somewhere else!”

“But that site already had usable structures in place.”

“They’re uninhabitable. We have to go elsewhere.”

Nasdak frowned, considering Brella’s words.

“From a medical standpoint,” Nelson said, “there are indications that the environment of Edgeworld may have detrimental effects on copper-based physiologies.”

“Listen to her!” Brella screamed. “It’s terrible there!”

“I did not bring this ship all this way to deal with one medical crisis after another,” Nasdak said with displeasure. “And since the buildings at the colony site have been deemed uninhabitable, there appears to me to be no reason not to pursue other options.”

“THANK YOU!” Brella exclaimed.

“Please shut her off,” Nasdak said, glancing back at his Centurion. Brella’s image vanished as Nasdak refocused his attention on Dr. Nelson. “I apologize for that unseemly display, Doctor,” he said. “We do appreciate your efforts on our behalf, but now I must ask that…”

“I’ll call for beam out,” Nelson said smiling.

“Thank you.”

“And I hope you find a new colony site. Just contact us at Waystation if you need any help.”

“We will be fine. Of that you can be assured,” Nasdak replied.

“All right then,” Nelson said, slapping her commbadge. “Nelson to Russell. I’m ready to go. Energize.” Nelson vanished moments later in a flurry of molecules.

“Help from Starfleet?” Nasdak scoffed. “Ha!”



After grabbing a quick breakfast in the food court of Starfleet Square Mall, Captain Beck was on her way to a turbolift when she heard footsteps quickly approaching from behind. She turned to see Admiral Fonn jogging up to her, a grin on his face.

“Good morning, Captain!” he said warmly. “You’ve heard the news, I trust?”

“News? What news?” Beck asked innocently.

“I heard from Command this morning that the Romulans have decided to move their colony elsewhere. Evidently Edgeworld didn’t suit their needs.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“So you see, there was no reason to worry after all. Everything worked itself out.”

“Funny how that happens sometimes,” Beck replied smiling. “So where are you off to?”

“It’s Fest-i-Bol day at Earthly Eats,” Fonn said. “Sixteen straight hours of Bolian food, culture, and entertainment.”

“Oh yes. I did see that on the events schedule. So they’re really going to skip preparing their usual attempts at Earth food for a day?” Beck asked.

“Not totally. I know they have Green Eggs and Ham on the menu.”

“Green Eggs and Ham?” Beck asked amused.

“The ads said something about it being a dish so amazing that it has been the subject of an epic poem.”

“Right,” Beck said. “Well you enjoy yourself.”

“Oh I will. You can count on it.” Fonn started to turn away, but stopped. “Oh, Beck?”

“Yes?”

“Ambassador Nonplust did send his thanks for Dr. Nelson’s diligence and concern for their well being. Something about a Gerafelian Mumps outbreak?”

“Not an outbreak. Just a quick precautionary quarantine. It was in the padd I brought you that you didn’t want to read.”

“There was no need. You and your crew dealt with it. Nothing for me to worry about. Like I said, I’m not here to run your station. You can handle things yourself.”

“One way or another,” Beck said.

“Okay then. Off to the eats. Good day, Captain.” Fonn gave her a quick wave, then rushed off to the turbolift Beck was about to enter. She let him take it, then, after catching the next car, headed up to Ops, where she found Morales, Porter, Russell, Dr. Nelson, and Wuddle relaxing around the Waystation command center and looking rather pleased with themselves.

“Did somebody turn this place into a lounge without telling me?” Beck asked with a grin as she strode out of the turbolift.

“You didn’t get the memo?” Porter asked.

“I’m just glad to have my people back where they belong…even if they do look way too happy about it. What aren’t you telling me?”

“The Romulans found a new colony site,” Morales said.

“And that’s funny because?”

“They settled on Ridalis Four,” Morales replied.

“Ridalis Four. Ridalis Four. Why is that name familiar?”

“The planet of the evil mind-controlling squirrels,” Porter said.

“Ohhhh yeah! That one,” Beck said. “Guess we should have a rescue team standing by, huh?”

“I don’t know,” Nelson said. “The Romulans told me that they didn’t want our help.”

“We’ll see how long it takes them to change their mind,” Beck said. “Now I don’t want to turn this into a mush-fest, but you all did great work.”

“Awwww,” Porter said, wiping away a pretend tear.

“My people are very grateful,” Wuddle said.

“They have Commander Morales to thank,” Beck said. “He’s the one who pulled it off.”

“Only with a lot of help,” Morales said.

“I think we’re bordering on mush-fest,” Russell said.

“Then I’m getting out of here before things get ugly,” Dr. Nelson said, grabbing Wuddle by the arm. “Come on, honey. I’ll walk you to your ship.”

“Thank you all again,” Wuddle said as he was dragged into a turbolift.

“All right. That’s enough. You’ve had your fun. Back to work,” Beck said, clapping her hands. “That is if you can bring yourself to settle in back here after all the excitement of leading secret missions, Commander,” she added, giving Morales a smile.

Morales grinned in return. “I think I can handle it.”

“Great job, Walter. I mean that.”

“Thank you. Captain.”

Beck nodded in acknowledgment, then headed into her office, leaving Morales unable to remove the smile from his face.

“You know, not that long ago a compliment like that from her would have had you dreaming of wedding bells,” Porter said.

“Craig,” Morales said.

“I know. Shut up.”

“Exactly.”



Hand-in-hand, Dr. Nelson and Frequoq Wuddle strolled up the ramp into Wuddle’s ship, entering the vessel’s small living area. Wuddle had been silent for most of the walk to the docking bay from Ops as he contemplated yet another departure from the woman he loved.

“So I guess it’d be greedy of me to ask for a couple more days, huh?” Nelson said.

“I wish it were possible, but I need to get back to Multos,” Wuddle said.

“I know. You have a people to lead and a planet to prepare, a planet I’d better get to see soon.”

“It won’t be that much longer,” Wuddle said. “And when Multos is ready for visitors, you’ll be able to come there as much as you like. Hopefully, that will be often.”

“Probably,” Nelson said. “It doesn’t make this any easier.”

“No. It doesn’t.”

“You should get going.” Nelson leaned up and gave Wuddle a long soft kiss. “I’ll see you soon.”

He said nothing at first as she turned to go, but then…

“Amedon.”

“What is it, honey?” Nelson asked, turning back toward him.

“Would you consider marrying me?”

Nelson gaped. “What?”

“Did I phrase the question wrong? What I mean was…”

“I know what you meant,” Nelson interrupted. “But do you mean it?”

“Of course I mean it. I can’t stand these separations. I want to be with you for the rest of our lives. I love you.”

“Okay. So you mean it,” Nelson said softly.

“I know this is sudden, and you don’t have to answer now. I thought I would ask you in some more elaborate way, but…”

“Yes.”

“…you were here, and I looked at you and…did you just say yes?”

“Yes,” Nelson said, breaking into a smile. “Yes!” she said again, louder as she jumped at Wuddle, wrapping herself around him.

“You said yes!”

“Yes, I did. Now get out of here before I never let you leave.”

“But we have so much to plan.”

“We’ll have time for that. We’ve got forever.”

“That we do,” Wuddle said smiling. He grabbed his wife-to-be in for another long kiss, then reluctantly released her. “I’ll comm you from Multos.”

“I’ll be here,” Nelson said. With a long, lingering look back at Wuddle, she slowly made her way back down the ramp into the docking bay, finally coming to a stop a safe distance away as the ramp closed and Wuddle’s ship lifted off and soared out into space.

Nelson didn’t move and instead continued to watch the space outside of the docking bay.

After not seeing Nelson move for several moments, the docking bay officer on duty walked over and tapped her gently on the shoulder. “Are you all right, Doctor?”

Nelson glanced over at him, smiling serenely. “Of course I’m all right. I’M GETTING MARRIED!!!”




She Blinded Me With Science



“Okay, Cindy,” Lieutenant Craig Porter said paternally to the seven-year-old girl standing beside him as he sat at his console in Ops, “do we understand now why babies and Borg nanoprobes don’t mix?”

“Yes, Mister Porter,” Cindy Robbins said, her eyes cast downward to the floor. “I’m sorry I assimilated my brother.”

“Don’t you worry. We’ll get him back,” Porter said, turning his attention to the implant-laden youngster on his monitor, who was currently toddling down a corridor on Deck 76 uttering sounds in a computer-enhanced monotone babble that probably translated to “Resistance is futile. Your bottles, blankets, and teddy bears will be assimilated.” Actually, little Isaac Robbins had already tried to assimilate his teddy, which was his parents’, Drs. Bernard and Pauline Robbins, first big hint that something was wrong with their son.

The implants bursting out of his skin were a slight tip-off as well.

Unfortunately, the Robbins ran off to call for help without thinking to secure the door to their son’s room, and now he’d escaped their quarters and was off terrorizing the station population. Okay, so he was kind of a cute terror, but terror was being felt nonetheless. And somehow Porter couldn’t help but feel slightly responsible. He was in charge of the station’s science division. He should have known that a member of his staff had somehow managed to smuggle a vial of Borg nanoprobes on board (Illicitly removed, so he’d been told, from a certain Seven of Nine while she was on a drunken bender in New Orleans. Evidently, she was adjusting to life on Earth just fine.).

It was bad enough that Dr. Robbins (one or both of them) had brought the nanoprobes on board, but then they’d left them out where their daughter could find them. Frankly, they were lucky she hadn’t been assimilated, too. As it was, she just thought they were special pepper and had slipped them into her brother’s baby food in a bout of sibling rivalry. Now it was left to Porter to resolve the situation while Captain Beck had a few words with the Robbins in her office. Somehow Porter imagined those words would be rather loud.

“Russell to Porter,” the voice of Waystation’s Chief of Security, Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell, said over the comm. “The target is getting closer. Are you ready up there yet? I don’t want to have to shoot.”

“Shoot? He’s not even a year old. Can’t you just out-walk him?”

“Borg make me nervous.”

“Even ones wearing diapers?”

“Craig, are you ready or not?”

“I’m ready. I’ve reconfigured the security force field at that junction to hopefully knock him out without harming him.”

“What if it doesn’t work and he gets through?”

“Then walk five meters to the next set of force field emitters, and we’ll try again.”

“You don’t seem to be taking my peril here very seriously,” Russell groused.

“How can I? Especially when you use words like peril.”

“He’s almost here!”

“I can see him,” Porter said, watching the monitor. “As soon as he’s down, just scoop him up and take him to the Infirmary. Dr. Nelson is waiting for him.”

“I know. I know. Just make sure he’s really down.”

“Trust me,” Porter said. “A little closer. A little closer. Wait for it. Now!” He banged a control on his console, activating the force field on Deck 84 just as the assimilated Isaac reached it. Isaac jerked momentarily, then dropped to the deck immobile.

“That was cool!” Cindy exclaimed. “Can you zap him again?”

“No,” Porter said. “And you need counseling.”

“Counselor Miller isn’t here anymore, so blbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbt,” Cindy replied, giving Porter a nice long raspberry.

“Did you see him when he was?”

“No. Mommy said he was creepy.”

“She’s not wrong,” Porter said, shutting down the forcefield. “Okay, Sean, you can pick him up now.”

“I’m going. I’m going,” Russell said, moving into the frame of Porter’s monitor and scooping up the fallen Borg baby. “Ohhh! No! AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

“Sean! SEAN!” Porter cried. “Are you all right?”

“He drooled on me! EWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWW! And I think his diaper is full.”

“That makes two of us,” Porter muttered.



At least Captain Lisa Beck didn’t look mad as she strode into the Infirmary. Porter had to believe that was something of a positive sign.

“How’s the baby?” Beck asked, stepping up to Porter and Russell, who were sitting in the surgical waiting area. “Let me guess. You don’t know yet.”

“Dr. Nelson does love to keep us in suspense,” Porter said.

“She hasn’t even given us an update,” Russell said.

“She has, however, reminded us that she’s getting married about fifteen times.”

“Oh, so she’s calming down then,” Beck said with a smirk.

Porter took a deep breath. Might as well deal with this preemptively. “Captain, I don’t know how to apologize enough for this. Dr. and Dr. Robbins had no business bringing Borg nanoprobes onto Waystation and…”

Beck held her hands up for Porter to stop. “There’s no way you could have known, Craig,” she said. “Yeah, I expect you to take responsibility for their actions on duty, but you can’t keep an eye on them every second of the day. If they choose to be idiotic and criminally irresponsible in their private life, that’s on them. And believe me, it’s on them.”

“All right,” Dr. Amedon Nelson said, emerging from the operating suite and ripping the red cap of her surgical gown off of her head. “I’m finished.”

“Is he going to be okay?” Porter asked.

“Just fine. Our de-assimilation techniques have come a long way, especially if we catch the nanoprobes within the first couple of days. He’ll never know it even happened.”

“Until I send him the security footage for his eighteenth birthday,” Porter said.

“And now you’re free to perform your next procedure,” Beck said.

“What procedure?” Nelson asked.

“Removing my foot from his parents’ asses.”

“They’re on their own,” Nelson said.

“Hey!” Russell exclaimed suddenly. “Do you know what this means? We just survived our first Borg attack!”

“And hopefully our last one,” Beck said.

“We should go out and celebrate!” Russell continued undeterred. “The Gravity Well anyone? Or Victoria’s?”

“A certain doctor we know will probably be spending half the night on the comm with her fiance, but I could handle a trip to The Gravity Well tonight,” Beck said. “What about you, Craig?”

“Don’t I hang out with you people enough when I’m on duty?” Porter asked in a deadpan.

“You’re implying that you can get enough of me,” Beck said grinning. “I don’t think that’s possible.”

“Dammit. There she goes with that logic again,” Porter said. “I guess I’m coming with you.”

“Good,” Russell said. “Oh, I should comm Jones, huh?”

“I think Tina has class tonight,” Beck said.

“Then she misses the party. The fun begins at 2100. Don’t be late.”

“Okay, but you two have to promise that you won’t ditch me to go chase other women,” Beck said.

“Excuse me?” Porter said. “As I recall, last time you ditched us for that Kirothan freighter captain!”

“Oh yeah,” Beck said wistfully. “He was ripply.”

“More like ripped,” Porter said. “He could have torn Sean and I in half with his pinky.”

“He was a kitten once you got to know him.”

“The point is,” Russell insisted, breaking into the conversation, “we’re going there together to have a good time. No one is ditching anyone!”



“He’s ditched us,” Porter said to Beck as they sat at a table along the side wall of The Gravity Well night club watching Russell chat up some woman at the nearby bar. “We have been ditched. Ditched are we.”

“Like you didn’t know that was going to happen. It’s Sean.”

“Yeah. I know. I just didn’t think it would be this soon. We’ve been here what? Ten minutes?”

“Maybe fifteen.”

“You’d think he could at least pretend he was going to hang out with us before he took off.”

“You’re the one who sent him to the bar to get our drinks,” Beck said.

“So now we’re ditched and thirsty. Thanks a whole hell of a lot, Sean,” Porter grumbled.

“Um…again, you sent him.”

“Okay. So this is my fault.”

“And suddenly I want to ditch you, too,” Beck said.

“I’m sorry,” Porter said. “I can’t even really be mad at him. Jealous, sure, but not mad…much.”

“Ahh. Is the legendary Russell prowess with the ladies getting to you?” Beck asked. At the bar, they watched as the blonde Russell was chatting with suddenly reared back and slapped him before storming off. Russell shrugged and immediately started looking for the next object of his affections. Mere seconds later, he began talking to a incredibly attractive brunette who’d slid up beside him. “Okay. Maybe prowess is the wrong word,” Beck added. “Persistence is more like it.”

“You can’t win the game if you don’t play,” Porter muttered. “It’s his motto.”

“He does practice what he preaches. No way can he be called a hypocrite.”

“Lucky bastard.”

“You could do the same thing, you know.”

“No. I can’t. I never could. Joan Redding is the only real relationship I’ve had in years, and I fell into that one.”

Beck opened her mouth to speak.

“And don’t give me the whole ‘the right woman hasn’t come along yet’ talk,” Porter said. “I’ve heard it.”

Beck closed her mouth.

“Wow. I’m a barrel of laughs tonight, aren’t I?” Porter said, shaking his head.

“It’s nothing that a stiff drink won’t fix,” Beck said, getting to her feet. “Or possibly exacerbate horribly. Either way, I’m going to the bar, since Sean obviously isn’t coming back. What do you want?”

“Beer. Something dark and bitter.”

“That seems to be your motif for the evening,” Beck said. “I’ll see what I can find.” She headed off to the bar leaving Porter to watch Russell and his new target. How did he do it? What the hell did he say to them?



“Wanna see my phaser?” Russell asked the brunette next to him conspiratorially.

“Is it safe?” the brunette replied with a giggle. “I don’t want to get hurt.”

“Don’t worry, gorgeous. I always keep it on stun….until it’s time to move in for the kill that is.”

“How about moving it aside so other people can get something to drink around here?” Captain Beck said, pressing up to the bar on the other side of Russell.

“Aren’t you the captain of the station?” the brunette asked Beck excitedly.

“Yes, I am,” Beck replied after putting in her and Porter’s drink orders. “But if you’ve got any official business, why don’t you direct it at my Chief of Security here? He’s seems free at the moment, since he’s certainly not bothering to deliver drinks to his friends.”

“You have my undivided attention,” Russell said, completely missing the swipe Beck had just made at him. “Now what can I do for you, Miss…”

“Alice. Just call me Alice.”

“Alice, this is Sean,” Beck said after collecting the drinks. “You two have fun.” With that, she headed back to the table where Porter was waiting.

“Chief of Security!” Alice said, obviously impressed. “That’s got to be such an amazing job to have in a place like this.”

“It has its moments,” Russell said, flashing a smile. “And I’d be more than happy to tell you all about them, but we’d need to go someplace quiet.”

“We could do that,” Alice said, returning the smile. “I want to hear everything. I mean, I can’t imagine having something like the Bermuda Expanse so close all the time. What’s it like in there anyway?”

“In the Bermuda Expanse? Um…swirly? I guess. I’ve never really been in there. It’s dangerous, and I really don’t feel like getting sucked to the other side of the galaxy.” Waystation’s proximity to the Bermuda Expanse was one of those things that Lieutenant Commander Russell preferred not to think about. Fortunately, Waystation hadn’t had to deal with the anomaly or the Directors, the omnipotent beings that resided inside it (or communicated through it or something along those lines), very often. The Bermuda Expanse, however, was responsible for throwing the USS Aerostar and a number of other ships into the Delta Quadrant.

“So it can really do that?” Alice asked in wonder.

“Oh yeah.”

“And the Directors and the Critics? They’re real, too?”

Russell suppressed a shudder as he forced the smile to stay on his face. He certainly knew that the Critics were real. He’d seen them close-up and personal and didn’t particularly feel like being reminded of the experience. “We don’t really need to talk about any of that stuff,” he said. “It’s not that interesting.”

“I’m sorry, Sean,” Alice said, running her hand slowly and seductively along his arm. “You must think I’m boring for wondering how a place like that ticks.”

“No. You’re definitely not boring,” Russell said. “But Craig’s the Bermuda Expanse guy. Not me.”

“Craig? Who’s Craig?”

“Craig Porter,” Russell said, pointing at Porter’s table, where the man in question was glumly nursing the beer Captain Beck had brought him. “He’s our guy for all of the science-type stuff. I can introduce you to him if you want…tomorrow.”

“Uh huh,” Alice said, clearly no longer paying any attention to Russell as she looked Porter over from afar.

“So…how about that quiet place where we can talk?”

“Nice meeting you,” Alice said without looking back at Russell as she walked away from the bar on a course toward Porter and Beck’s table.

“Hey! Wait! Don’t you want to see my phaser?”



Porter was more than a little surprised to see the beautiful brunette who had been speaking to Russell just a few moments ago suddenly walking toward his table, her eyes locked on him and an alluring half-smile on her face. Just what had Captain Beck put into his drink to make him start hallucinating such things?

“Looks like you’ve reeled one in, Craig,” Beck said from beside him before taking another sip of her tequila sunrise.

Okay. So maybe he wasn’t hallucinating, but there was no way that a woman like her would want to have anything to do with…

“Um…hi,” the brunette said to Porter. “I know this is kind of forward and all, but…um…do you want to dance?”

Porter looked at her sadly, still cradling his beer in his hands. “I’m not really much of a OWWWWWWWWWWW!” Captain Beck was evidently trying to send him a message of some kind, a message that involved her boot slamming into his shin with great force and at a high rate of speed. “I’d love to dance,” Porter said, recovering from the blow.

“You kids have fun,” Beck said with a wave as Porter pulled himself up from his seat and limped off onto the dance floor with his new partner.

A short time later, Russell dejectedly slid into the chair Porter had just vacated. “Unbelievable,” he said to Beck. “How could Craig do that to me?”

“Do what?” Beck asked.

“Steal her away. Alice was mine!”

“I’d say Alice had a different opinion on the matter. Maybe you’re just not her type.”

“Come on. I’m every woman’s type.”

“Sean, for both of our sakes, shut up.”

“What?” Russell exclaimed. “What’d I say?”

Beck just rolled her eyes and refocused her attention on the other patrons of The Gravity Well, her gaze coming to rest on a particularly intriguing figure sitting over by the bar. Tall, striking looks, nice taste in clothes. And he was at the bar alone. How tragic. For the good of station relations, she really needed to go over there right now and introduce herself.

“Wait. Where are you going?” Russell asked as Beck suddenly got up from her seat.

“I’m off to mingle,” Beck replied with a glint in her eyes. “Have fun without me.”

As Beck rushed off to the bar, Russell rested his head in his hands and sighed. “They ditched me. We were supposed to be here together and they ditched me!”



“So…” Porter began hesitantly as his mystery date wrapped her arms around his neck and began swaying back and forth to the Cardassian love ballad playing over The Gravity Well’s sound system, “What’s your name?”

“Alice,” she replied with an alluring smile. “Alice Gantry.”

“I’m Craig.”

“Nice to meet you, Craig. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Oh really?” Porter said. “From Sean?”

“Yes. He’s speaks quite highly of you.”

Warning klaxons were now blazing in Porter’s mind. If Sean had not only let this woman get away but had actually gone so far as to send her in Porter’s direction, something had to be wrong with her.

“Honestly, I think he’s a little upset that I decided I’d rather spend my time with you,” Alice continued. Porter shot a glance over to the table he’d abandoned where Russell now sat sullenly glaring at him. Ha! Nothing was wrong with her after all!

Just taking stock here, she was gorgeous, friendly, and obviously had good taste in men. Tonight was looking up.

“Would you like to go somewhere more quiet?” Alice asked, pressing herself closer against him.

Porter resisted the urge to scream an ecstatic “YES!” Forget looking up. Tonight had officially hit fantastic!



As consciousness slowly seeped back into his brain, Porter was filled with an overwhelming sensation that he hadn’t felt in quite a while. He was content. And after a night like that, why shouldn’t he be?

He rolled over in bed to find the space beside him empty, not that that fact was all that surprising. Alice had told him that she had to leave early in the morning.

“I have to leave early in the morning,” Alice had said to him as they were urgently removing each other’s clothes the night before.

Porter rolled flat onto his back, put his hands behind his head, and sighed dreamily. Great Bird, that had been amazing. Sex with Joan had never been that…that…primal. Primal was really the only word for it. He and Alice had practically devoured each other. He could still feel her body against his. Her perfect form and…

When was she coming back? Was she coming back?

No. He couldn’t think about that. Alice had made it very plain that this was most likely the one and only time they would ever be together.

That was really a shame. And not just because of the sex. Even before then they had talked and talked and talked. Never had he met a woman who was so interested both in him and his work. After dancing for a little while (a very little while) and learning each other’s names, she’d suggested that they go somewhere quiet where they could talk. Not wanting to be too presumptuous, Porter had taken her to Earthly Eats for a late dinner. That’s when the questions started.

“What is the Bermuda Expanse?”

He’d broken it down into pretty basic terms, not that there was all that much to break down. Even after being in close proximity to the anomaly for six years now, Porter wasn’t exactly sure what was going on in there. Probes had been launched, sensor readings had been taken, blah blah blah, but he’d never discovered a definitive explanation for it being there beyond “The Directors put it there,” an explanation he wasn’t entirely happy with. Of course, if it was good enough for the Prophets and the Bajoran wormhole, then why not the Bermuda Expanse? And with all of the time Porter had spent close to the Bermuda Expanse and looking at the scans of it, he supposed he was the closest thing to an expert on the phenomenon that existed in the galaxy.

“Are the Directors and Critics really in there?”

Now that question had been a bit more metaphysical, not that Porter really minded. He liked a woman with layers. Unfortunately, he didn’t have a lot of science to base his answer on. All he really had were logs from the USS Aerostar and the USS Explorer, neither of which were considered the most reputable of sources. That was a shame too really, since he knew that the Explorer’s science officer was quite wonderful in her own right.

“How does the Bermuda Expanse work?”

If he could answer that one, he’d have a Cochrane Prize sewn up for sure. All he could tell her was what he knew about the underlying structure of the Bermuda Expanse and the effect it had on the regions surrounding it. It was mostly babble about subspace stresses and such, but Alice had listened to him with rapt attention and even asked a follow-up question.

“So what would happen if the Bermuda Expanse were struck with…say…a blast of triphasic radiation?”

He hadn’t been sure, but he doubted the results would be good. Most likely, the stresses on subspace at the edges of the anomaly would become outright tears, destroying the space-time fabric in the region for a long time to come. Even if the influence of the Directors somehow prevented the Bermuda Expanse from being completely destroyed, no one would be able to get near the phenomenon due to the catastrophic damage to the space around it. Alice seemed satisfied with that answer and moved the conversation in another direction.

“I’m going to blow up the Bermuda Expanse.”

Okay, so she hadn’t really said that last bit, but she might as well have!

Porter sat bolt upright in bed, eyes wide with horror. How could he have been so stupid? He’d just handed Alice step-by-step directions to destroying the Bermuda Expanse without so much as a single suspicion crossing his mind as to why she was asking all of those questions.

Stupid stupid STUPID!

No wait. Just relax. Surely he was being paranoid. What possible reason could Alice have to want to blow up the Bermuda Expanse? It didn’t make any sense. There wasn’t a thing to worry about.

Honestly.

There wasn’t.

Not a bit.

Porter was out of bed in a flash.



The quiet of the morning in Ops was shattered as the turbolift doors opened and a wild-eyed unkempt figure burst into the Waystation command center. It took Commander Walter Morales a moment to realize that the figure in question was actually Lieutenant Commander Porter.

“Craig?” Morales asked concerned as Porter bounded over to his console, shoving Lieutenant Mason out of the way before he began pounding commands into madly.

“Ha!” Porter exclaimed. This was quickly followed by a far less excited, “Oh.”

“What is it?”

“You just gave her departure clearance,” Porter snapped accusingly.

“Um…maybe?” Morales replied, not sure what ‘her’ Porter was referring to. “I just cleared a private craft that was docked in Bay Seven. We held it for a few minutes because Mason thought he saw a quick flash of something on the sensors during the standard departure scan, but it turned out to be nothing.”

“Nothing!” Porter cried. He turned on Mason, grabbing the younger officer by the shoulders. “What did you see? What was it?”

“Some kind of radiation, I think, but I couldn’t find it again. I ran every scan I could. There was nothing there. It had to be a glitch. Just a glitch.”

“I’ve got to stop her,” Porter said, rushing from behind the console. “I’m taking the Cumberland.”

“What?” Morales exclaimed.

“Do you need security backup?” Lieutenant Mike Waits asked eagerly from the tactical console.

“No,” Porter said, shooting a glance at Waits before focusing his attention on Morales. “If I don’t stop that ship, something really REALLY bad could happen.”

“Like what?”

“Like you won’t be here to know how bad it really is.”

“I’m convinced,” Morales said. “But I don’t think you should go alone.”

“You of all people have no leg to stand on in this area. Just beam me to the Cumberland.”

“So I’m guessing this is personal, too, huh?” Morales said as his hands started across his console.

“Just a little,” Porter replied as he began to dematerialize.



Alice Gantry had a feeling that pulling this off would be pretty easy, but she had no idea that it was going to be THIS easy. No heavy research required. No hacking into Starfleet systems. Just one very pleasant evening of drinking and dancing capped off by one hell of a roll in the proverbial hay (whatever the hell that meant. Despite hearing that saying for years growing up on Earth in Kentucky, she had no idea why anyone would want to roll around in hay. The stuff was itchy and uncomfortable and full of bugs. Ewww!) had given her everything she’d needed to know courtesy of one Craig Porter. What a guy. She’d have to remember to thank him when this was all over.

Alice steered her small craft away from Waystation and set a course toward the Bermuda Expanse. After activating the auto-pilot, she headed back to the ship’s small cargo hold where her prize awaited its voyage to destiny. She opened the sensor shielded crate and looked down at her triphasic device. Before she left the station, she’d been stupid enough to open the crate briefly just to check on the device. Fortunately, she’d only opened it a crack before her intelligence kicked back in and she let the crate slam closed again. The station’s sensors must have detected some radiation from the device when the crate was open because they delayed her departure. Luckily, they didn’t bother to come look in person, and she was allowed to go after a little while.

Out here, though, she was free of Waystation’s prying eyes. She opened a trap door in the cargo area floor revealing the loading mechanism for the small launcher mounted to the bottom of her ship. Then after grabbing an anti-grav lift, Alice moved the triphasic device from its crate and into the launcher. It slid into place with a satisfying series of clicks. Alice closed the hatch then returned to the cockpit of her ship.

Before she could reach the pilot’s seat, the chair started to spin around toward her seemingly on its own. Very quickly, though, she realized that the chair was actually occupied.

“You ran off without a decent breakfast, young lady,” Craig Porter said, shaking his finger at her scoldingly.

“Craig!” Alice exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

“Um…hmm…let’s see. What am I doing here? What could it be? Oh, I don’t know. How about stopping you!”

“Stopping me?” Alice asked, trying to sound innocent. “You mean from leaving? That’s so sweet.”

“You know what I’m talking about. I know what you’re planning.”

“And what am I planning?”

“You’re going to destroy the Bermuda Expanse.”

Alice gasped slightly. Great Bird, he DID know what she was planning! How was that possible? Oh well. It was too late to worry about that now.

“So what if I am?” Alice asked haughtily. “What’s it to you?”

“Er…did you notice the uniform?” Porter asked. “I’m Starfleet. I can’t just let you go and blow things up.”

“It’s not really any of your business.”

“You’re unbelievable! Of course it’s my business!”

“You’re getting too worked up about this, Craig. Why are you making things more difficult than they need to be? We had one little night together. It was fun. We had some laughs.”

“Yes, and then you tried to rip a hole in the universe!”

“It’s for a good cause!” Alice snapped back.

“What cause? Killing us all? Because that’s exactly what’s going to happen if you detonate a triphasic device inside the Bermuda Expanse!”

“I’ll be a safe distance away before it goes off,” Alice said.

“But what about us? The damage to subspace will probably ripple to Waystation and tear the place apart! Did you think of that?”

Alice eyes widened and she hesitated slightly before catching herself and steeling her resolve. “It has to be done.”

“Why? What did the Bermuda Expanse ever do to you?”

“They’re in there!” Alice shouted.

“They who? You mean the Directors?”

“Yes!”

“So?”

“SO?” Alice cried. “Have you ever seen them?”

“Um…no. Have you?”

“No! And thank the Great Bird for that! They’re giant eyeballs! I mean ICK!!!”

“Okay. But what do you have against them?”

“Hello? They’re giant eyeballs! That’s just gross!”

“Hold on here a second,” Porter said. “Let me make sure I’m following you. You want to destroy the Bermuda Expanse and quite possibly wipe out every man, woman, and child on Waystation because eyeballs are icky.”

“Well…yeah.”

“You’re insane.”

“Come on, Craig! Giant eyeballs! Eyeballs! EWWWWWWWWW! And what about the lips? That’s not any better!”

“I don’t think the Critics are in the Bermuda Expanse.”

“But do you know that for sure?” Alice pressed.

“No, but…”

“But nothing. I’m not going to just sit and do nothing while a bunch of gross body parts run around the universe. Like I said, something has to be done, and I’ve got just the thing to do it.”

“Yeah, about that. Where the hell did you manage to get your hands on a triphasic device?” Porter demanded.

“I found it at an estate sale.” This was actually the truth. In her normal life, Alice Gantry organized and ran estate sales for a living. While preparing the belongings left behind by one Dr. Emile Kenara in his secret underground lair and laboratory on a barren moon of the Voxis System, Alice had stumbled across the triphasic device in a crate underneath the stuffed and mounted carcass of a three-headed targ and several back issues of Mad Scientist Monthly. Realizing that the key to achieving her goal of removing icky disembodied body parts from universe was at hand, she put a reasonable sum in the estate sale coffers and swiped the device for herself. Granted, the triphasic device might well have earned more at the actual sale, but Alice was sure that the profit derived from Dr. Kenara’s complete set of Insane Geniuses of History collectible beer steins more than made up for it.

“Nice to know somebody had one of those laying around,” Porter muttered.

“All that really matters is that I’m going to use it. Now get out of my way.”

Porter chuckled. “You don’t honestly think that I’m going to…HEY!” Porter dodged quickly as Alice suddenly whipped off her shoe and flung it at him. He unfortunately didn’t expect her aim to be as bad as it was and ended up dodging right into the path of the oncoming footwear.

SMACK!

“Unnnh!”

Alice was on him in a flash, slamming her knee into his crotch then shoving him aside as she dove for her ship’s control console.

A shoe and a crotch shot? Was this woman going to use every stereotypical female attack method? Of course, as Porter lay on the deck moaning, he had to admit that they were damn effective. Why mess with the classics?

Grabbing onto the back of the pilot’s seat for support, Porter dragged himself to his feet just in time to see the triphasic device streaking away from the ship toward the Bermuda Expanse.

“There,” Alice said defiantly as she plopped down into the pilot’s seat and began turning the craft away from the Bermuda Expanse. “It’s done. In five minutes, it will all be over. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be retreating to a safe distance.”

“The hell you will,” Porter gasped, slapping his commbadge. “Porter to Cumberland. Two to beam aboard. Energize!”

“Hey!” Alice cried as Porter locked his hand around her arm. “You can’t…”

Her protests were cut off as the pair dematerialized.



After rematerializing at the rear of the Runabout Cumberland’s cockpit, Porter sprang into action. Or hobbled really. He was still in more than a little pain. Fortunately, he was also more than a little bit stronger than Alice. He dragged her over to the runabout’s supply locker, snatched a phaser out of it, then took Alice to the runabout’s co-pilot seat and pushed her down into it.

“Stay there!” he ordered.

“Or what?” she snapped.

“Or I shoot you, and believe me it isn’t going to take much to push me in that direction,” he replied, sitting down gingerly at the pilot’s console and deactivating the auto-pilot system that had kept the Cumberland in close proximity to Alice’s ship.

“It doesn’t matter,” Alice huffed. “I already launched the device. It’s over.”

“Not when I’ve got five minutes to work with,” Porter replied, gunning the runabout’s engines and sending the ship rocketing toward the Bermuda Expanse.

“You’re going in there!” Alice shouted in horror.

“Only because you made me,” Porter said.

“But…but…we’ll be killed! Or thrown across the galaxy!”

“No we won’t!” Porter said confidently. Mostly confidently anyway. He’d only actually been in the Bermuda Expanse once before and that was two years ago when he’d been sent to retrieve Federation President Bradley Dillon, who’d evidently decided it’d be fun to go Nebula Jumping there. Porter had been able to get Bradley without so much as a burp coming from the Bermuda Expanse, so nothing would probably happen this time. Besides, if the Directors were really in there, how could they have a problem with Porter entering it to prevent the place from being destroyed?

“Eyeballs!” Alice screamed, covering her eyes.

“Where?” Porter said, peering out at the swirling purple mass of vapors and eddies stretching out before them.

“I don’t want to see any eyeballs!”

“Fine. Then just sit there and keep your eyes closed.”

“Stop talking about eyes!”

“You’ve got real problems. You know that?”

“NO!” Alice cried, blindly swatting at Porter and the controls with one hand as she kept her eyes covered with the other. “They’ve got to die!”

“I’m going to shoot you!” Porter warned. “I mean it!”

“I have a duty to the galaxy!” Alice replied, still slapping.

Porter smacked her hand away as the runabout’s sensors locked onto the triphasic device. “Great Bird!” he exclaimed as the runabout drew close to the device. “The Directors!”

“What?” Alice said, uncovering her eyes just as the triphasic device vanished. “They…they took it!”

“I guess I didn’t need to come in here after all,” Porter said, whipping the runabout around and getting them the hell out of there. “The Directors had matters well in hand.”

“I can’t destroy them?” Alice asked weakly, eyes glazed in shock.

“Guess not.”

“No,” she said softly. “No no no. Eyeballs. Ewwwwwwww.”



“I think there’s a lesson we can take away from all of this,” Lieutenant Commander Russell said thoughtfully as he and Porter sat in the Security Office watching the image on one of the monitors of Alice Gantry sitting in a brig cell muttering to herself. “You have lousy taste in women.”

“Hey now,” Porter protested. “You wanted her first.”

“Well, she is hot.”

“And pretty fantastic in bed,” Porter said.

“And probably heading to Tantalus V,” Russell shot back.

“What makes you think she’s crazy?”

“She picked you over me,” Russell said.

“I’m serious. What makes her crazy? Yeah, she took things too far, but wouldn’t you feel better if the Bermuda Expanse wasn’t sitting practically next door?”

“I honestly haven’t thought much about it,” Russell replied.

“Come on, Sean. How can you not have thought about it? You’ve had a run-in with the Critics. We were attacked by those lizard alien things that came out of there. It’s tossed starships to the other side of the galaxy. Maybe we should be looking for ways to destroy it. It’s dangerous!”

Russell shrugged. “There are a lot of dangerous things in the universe, Craig. I don’t think we can blow all of them up. Besides, didn’t the Directors stop Alice’s bomb or whatever?”

“That’s what she believes anyway,” Porter said.

“What’s that mean?”

“That means that the swirling clouds of the Bermuda Expanse cover up the use of a transporter quite well,” Porter replied. “All Alice saw was me reducing her triphasic device to its component atoms and dispersing them throughout the Bermuda Expanse. As far as I know, the Directors actually haven’t been heard from by anyone in a couple of years now.”

“That doesn’t change my point, though. You can’t go around destroying things just because they might hurt you someday. Hell, I might sock you in the mouth if you swipe another woman from me, but you’re not going to kill me now just because that could happen in the future.”

“Don’t be so sure of that,” Porter said. “No. You’re right. And as long as the Bermuda Expanse stays away from us, I’m content to stay away from it.”

“Good plan.”

“And you’re right about something else, too.”

“What’s that?”

“Alice is crazy,” Porter said, pointing at the monitor.

Alice had ripped her shirt off and wrapped it around her head as a giant blindfold. “No eyeballs! No eyeballs!” she screamed.

“She’s still hot,” Russell said.

“You’re awful. You know that.”

“Like you’re not looking at her breasts right now.”

“I’ve already seen them.”

“Oh shut up.”






Mid-Way



Federation outposts such as Waystation didn’t really have bad neighborhoods. Every part of the giant 100-deck station was well-maintained and exhibited the sleek, yet somewhat sterile style that Starfleet was known for. Despite that fact, there was one area of the station that crewmembers tried to avoid living in if they could: the connecting tube between the saucers. Now there wasn’t anything particularly wrong with the quarters in the connecting tube. They were the same size and had the same amenities as quarters in the lower saucer, where most of Waystation’s residents were housed. The problem was their location. Crewmembers assigned to the quarters in the connecting tube felt that they were somehow cut off from the rest of the station.

Ensign Fedari Mellus felt that such a belief was ridiculous. Why did it matter where your quarters were located when a turbolift could deliver you anywhere on the station in a matter of seconds? Also, their position in the connecting tube gave them a bit of privacy. Mellus liked to consider it something of an exclusive address with views unlike any others available on the station. So while the other junior officers “banished” to Deck 50 continually groused about their rotten luck, Ensign Mellus had nary a complaint.

The idea that there could be anything wrong with his living arrangements wasn’t even on Mellus’ mind as the Altairian ensign stepped out of his quarters on Deck 50 into the corridor on his way to start his shift in Lower Saucer Engineering were the station’s secondary power core sat. Up until a year or so ago, the secondary core was strictly there as a backup for the primary core in the Engineering section of the upper saucer, but now due to increased station occupancy and power needs, both cores were up and running at all times. Some of Mellus’ colleagues in Lower Saucer Engineering weren’t pleased that they now actually had work to do and systems to monitor, but Mellus was happy to be of use. It was certainly nothing to complain about.

Mellus hadn’t taken two steps away from his quarters when he heard an odd, almost rhythmic series of thuds heading in his direction. Before he had much time to consider the matter, a man on horseback thundered around the corner ahead of him and charged in his direction. Spotting Mellus, the man (who appeared to be a human male dressed in an outfit unlike anything Mellus had ever seen before; however, if he’d been human, he might have recognized the attire as being all the rage in Colonial America) began ringing a bell he held in his right hand.

“It’s coming! It’s coming!” the bell-ringing horseman cried, tearing past Mellus and rounding another corner at the far end of the hallway. Mellus frowned, feeling fairly certain that there was probably a regulation somewhere against riding animals at unsafe speeds through the halls of Starfleet facilities.

His thoughts on the subject ended abruptly as he was hit by a barrage of cacophonous noise screaming at ear-splitting decibel levels, driving Mellus to his knees. Where was that coming from?

The answer quickly presented itself as around the corner that had moments earlier produced the horseman marched two majorettes carrying a banner between them which read, “It’s Coming!” Following the majorettes were row after row of men and women all blowing into or beating on various instruments as forcefully as they could and making no effort at all to produce anything remotely resembling music. Mellus struggled to his feet as the marching band, all decked out in matching red and white outfits complete with obnoxiously tall hats, strode past him, turning their instruments in his direction for good measure as each row went by. Thinking he was through the worst of it, Mellus let his guard down for a brief moment and was smacked back to the deck by a trombone slide to the nose. He stayed on the floor from then on, hunkered down until it was safe to emerge.

The band continued to stream by for what seemed like an eternity before finally giving way to the elephants.

Elephants?

Mellus peered up at the massive gray pachyderms passing his position. There had to be some regulations against this. There just had to be.

And there were definitely regulations against THAT, Mellus’ mind screamed as a gigantic steaming pile of elephant dung landed mere inches from him. He buried his head in his arms and curled up into a fetal position praying to the entire pantheon of Altairian deities, including the ones who mostly handled gastric discomfort and dust motes, that this torment would stop.

At long last it finally did. The sonic assault ended, and, looking up, Mellus found that the corridor was empty. Gloriously empty. Even the elephant dung had been magically taken away.

As the ensign got to his feet and straightened his uniform, he formed a plan in his mind. There was really only one thing to do considering the circumstances.

It was time to register a complaint!



This was going to go down as a fairly eventful year in her life, Yeoman Tina Jones thought happily as she bopped out of the turbolift into Starfleet Square Mall. Granted, between performing her regular duties as Waystation’s Liaison Officer, overseeing the construction of the new Waystation Welcome Center, and attending night classes at the Starfleet Academy Annex, she was busier than ever before, but it was a good kind of busy. She was happy on the station and always had been, but for the first time in a long time she felt that her life and her career were really going somewhere.

After stopping by the food court for a quick bite of breakfast, Jones swung by the future home of Waystation’s Welcome Center. When completed, the Welcome Center would finally give Jones some room in which to work. Her current Liaison Office was just way too cramped for her to effectively deal with the various station visitors that came by for information, especially if her Multek assistant, Hypple, was there was well. Visitors needed to have an open, inviting space where they could make inquiries about the station and the surrounding sectors, and Jones needed to not feel like everyone was pressing down right on top of her when they came in to see her. Fortunately, Captain Beck felt the same way and agreed to expand Jones’s operation. It wouldn’t be long now until the Waystation Welcome Center was open for business. Welcome Center just had a nice ring to it.

Satisfied that her new domain was progressing as it should, Jones started toward her current Liaison Office as her mind drifted back to her Tactical Scenarios One-Twelve class from the previous night. Before taking this course (or reading the course text, at any rate. Due to the insane man teaching her class, she wasn’t actually learning anything during her classroom time), Jones had no idea about all of the various tactical plans security officers had to work from. Starfleet had plans laid out for just about every possible scenario. She’d always thought that Lieutenant Commander Russell’s Security strategy boiled down to run around like madmen trying not to get shot until you catch the bad guy. Obviously, she’d missed all of the subtle nuances of the Starfleet tactics Russell’s security officers were implementing.

Either that or they were just running around like madmen.

Whatever the case, Jones was thrilled at the prospect that she could be joining them relatively soon. Sure she still had a few more semesters of night classes to go before she would graduate and finally be an actual Starfleet Officer instead of just an enlisted yeoman, but the fact that she was on her way made her practically giddy.

Jones had almost reached her Liaison Office on the lower level of Starfleet Square Mall when her commbadge activated. “Beck to Jones.”

“I’m here, Captain,” Jones replied, tapping the device.

“Could you come up to Ops for a minute? I’ve got something I want you to take care of.”

“I’ll be right there,” Jones said cheerily as she changed course toward the nearest turbolift. The captain had an assignment for her! That usually meant that a V.I.P. was visiting the station or that some major event was being scheduled. Jones loved the fact that Captain Beck was confident enough in her to hand the organizing of such important things over to Jones. If only her parents could get over their anger that she left their small colony world enough to see what their daughter had accomplished and what she could do.

Jones couldn’t worry about that now, though. There was serious station business to attend to.



“You want me to go to Deck 50?” Jones asked, trying to hide her disappointment after Captain Beck had told her about the “serious station business” that the Yeoman needed to handle.

“I know it’s not your idea of a good time,” Beck said as she stood next to Commander Walter Morales in Ops looking over the arrival and departure schedule for the next day. “But considering the last complaint we got, I think we need to send someone in person to show them we’re listening.”

“But this Mellus guy is complaining about a marching band,” Jones said, reading over the padd Beck had handed her upon her arrival in Ops. “He obviously just wants attention.”

“Porter,” Beck said to Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter, who was manning the Operations/Science console.

“Ensign Mellus isn’t that kind of guy,” Porter explained. “He’s one of those ‘I love my job and am thrilled to be here’ types. I’ve never known him to say a negative word about anything. If he sent this in, it’s because there’s some kind of problem.”

“But a marching band?”

“Yeah. That part’s got me stumped,” Porter said.

“Maybe it’s an alien cultural mixup problem,” Beck said. “Whatever it is, he seemed pretty upset, and I don’t like to have members of my crew that angry about anything.”

“Particularly when it involves rogue musicians stampeding through the corridors,” Porter said.

“Just think of it as liaisoning between me and the crew,” Beck said, ignoring Porter. “Talk to Ensign Mellus, find out what the problem really is, and see if there’s anything we can do about it.”

“And if it really is about a marching band?”

“Then we’ll see about getting him some counseling.”

“We don’t have a counselor,” Jones said.

“She does have a point,” Porter said. “You never requested a replacement for Counselor Miller from Starfleet.”

“We don’t need another Miller,” Beck snapped.

“He could go to that Waniquanbi Psychological Group that opened up on Deck Nine. They’re supposedly quite good,” Jones offered.

“Could you at least go talk to Ensign Mellus before we start trying to have him committed?” Beck asked.

“Never hurts to plan ahead,” Porter said.

“Doesn’t he just ooze compassion for his subordinates?” Commander Morales said.

“That’s it. When my minions seize control of this station, you’re first on the beheading list,” Porter announced, pointing imperiously at Morales.

“Run while you have the chance,” Beck said to Jones.

“Oh! I see! I get the picture. Someone else wants to be on my list!” Porter cried.

“What have you folks been feeding him?” Jones said with a chuckle as she headed to the turbolift.

“We were supposed to feed him?” Morales asked. “Next you’ll tell me I have to take him out for walks too.”

“Too late! The royal undies are full!” Porter stated. “I demand to be changed.”

“Goodbye,” Jones exclaimed, retreating into the turbolift just as Beck lobbed a padd at Porter.

“Was it something I said?” Porter asked innocently, ducking the padd as the turbolift doors closed and cut Jones off from Ops.



In all honesty, Yeoman Jones wasn’t entirely sure that she’d ever been to Deck 50, which was somewhat surprising to her considering the number of years that she had been on Waystation. Surely she’d had cause to visit this deck at least once in all of that time. Surely. There must have been. Right?

Um…nope. Not that she could think of.

In her line of work there really wasn’t a lot of reason for her to stop anywhere in the connecting tube. Her quarters were in the lower saucer, and her office was in the upper saucer. The ships she dealt with on a regular basis docked at the upper saucer. The mall was in the upper saucer. Ops was in the upper saucer. Why would she go to the connecting tube?

Well, the captain could order her to go there. That would be one reason, Jones thought as she emerged from the turbolift onto Deck 50. At first glance, it didn’t really look any different than any other deck on the station (except for the Dillon Enterprises levels, but that was an entirely different story), and there certainly weren’t any signs that a full marching band had been through the area recently.

Could there be some secret band roaming around, blasting noise at poor unsuspecting station residents? Waystation was a big place, but still, that seemed unlikely somehow. Especially the part about the elephants. Somebody would notice elephants roaming the corridors. Of course, Ensign Mellus did notice the elephants. Maybe they were here! Hiding on Deck 50!

Jones caught herself and made herself relax. There were no marching bands hiding on Deck 50 waiting to pounce on her. That was just crazy. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to be the one who needed to visit the Waniquanbi Group. All of this just had to be some kind of bizarre misunderstanding. She just needed to go into her professional liaisoning mode, talk to Ensign Mellus, and straighten this whole thing out.

After walking past a few other sets of quarters, Jones reached Mellus’ door and rang the chime. The Altairian Ensign opened the door. “Hi there!” Jones said warmly as Mellus stared at her wide-eyed. “My name is Yeoman Tina Jones. I’m here on behalf of Captain Beck to look into the complaint you recently filed.” Mullus suddenly pushed past Jones, looking nervously from one end of the corridor to the other before grabbing her by the arm and yanking her inside the room.

“You came!” Mellus exclaimed gratefully.

“Well…yeah.”

“Wait. You’re alone? Where are the security teams? Who has the phasers?”

“We don’t need any phasers,” Jones said soothingly. “I’m just here to talk to you about what you saw.”

“I know what I saw! And we DO need phasers!”

“Why?” Jones asked concerned. “Was it a hostile marching band?”

“You don’t understand. It’s more than the band and the elephants and the horse. It’s coming!”

“What’s coming?”

“I don’t know, but the others have seen things too. And they’ve all said the same thing. It’s coming!”

“What’s coming?” Jones repeated.

“We don’t know!”

“Hold on. Why don’t we back up for a moment? Other people have seen the band?”

“Not just the band. There have been other sightings,” Mellus said, rushing over to the terminal on his desk. “Most of the others who live here are on shift right now, but I’ve commed the ones who are available. You’ll hear everything soon.”



Everything was something of an understatement, Jones thought as five frightened Starfleet officers babbled wildly at her all at once. She could only make out bits and pieces here and there, but it was all…disturbing.

“…dancing monkeys…”

“…the tree grew right out of my toilet!”

“…flamingos were chasing me down the corridor. And there was this music playing! Kind of a boom boom ba-boom boom.”

“…midget sounded like he was talking backwards…but it was forwards!”

“…no. Wait. It was more of a boom ba boomba… I don’t remember, but doesn’t matter! It was scary!”

“…broccoli shouldn’t speak!”

“…like a chase scene from some holovision show! I was in a chase scene!”

“…the giraffes just wouldn’t shut up!”

“OKAY!” Jones shouted, holding up her hands to stop the onslaught. “You’ve all obviously had some unusual experiences. But does anyone have any proof?”

The room instantly erupted into several protests about items/creatures/talking vegetables disappearing and cries that Jones didn’t believe them.

“ALL RIGHT!” Jones screamed above the din. “What do you want me to do?”

“Make it stop!” Mellus shot back.

“I can’t make it stop until I know what ‘it’ is. I haven’t even seen ‘it.’”

“But it’s coming!” Ensign Tyler, one of the other Deck 50 residents in the room, insisted. “And I’m betting whatever it is isn’t going to be real friendly!”

“But what is ‘it’?” Jones demanded.

“It’s ‘it.’” Mellus replied.

“This isn’t getting us anywhere.”

“Of course it isn’t. You haven’t brought us phasers yet.”

“If anyone around here will be wielding a phaser, it will be me!” Jones said.

“Are you security?” Ensign Tyler asked.

“I’m in training,” Jones replied. This brought a volley of groans from the gathered officers. “I am also Captain Beck’s direct representative here!” Jones added, puffing herself up. “And I will deal with this situation!”

“Then why did you ask us what we wanted you to do?” Mellus said.

“I was gathering input.”

“Do you have enough yet?”

“Yes!” <Okay. That was a lie. But at least it got the group’s attention.> “And I know exactly what I’m going to do.” <Also a lie. She did have a vague notion, though.> “I’m going to stay here until I see some sign of this ‘it’ you’ve told me about. After I see it for myself and learn something about its nature…” <I will run screaming for help.> “…I will have a better idea of what station resources I need to call on to resolve the issue. Does that satisfy everyone?”

“For now,” Tyler grunted.

“You think we’re lying,” Mellus said, moving closer and closer to Jones until his wild eyes were looking directly into her. “I can see it inside you, but you’re wrong. You have no idea how wrong you are. It’s coming. We know it. It knows it. And soon, you will, too. Stay on Deck 50 if you dare, Yeoman, and I promise that you will see some sign of it this very day!”



It could be a lot more prompt, Yeoman Jones thought with a sigh as she sat in the corridor outside of Mellus’ quarters, back against the wall and legs stretched out in front of her. She’d been on Deck 50 for hours now, waiting for the sign of it that Mellus promised. Hmmm…how could Mellus promise such a thing unless he was involved? Of course, he was also turning out to be completely wrong, so there went the idea that he was involved. And what was he involved (or not involved) with anyway? Was anything really even going on here?

And how long was Jones going to sit there waiting to find out?

She was starting to feel like the victim of some kind of bizarre practical joke. Were Mellus, Tyler, and the others sitting in their quarters and laughing at her as she sat in the corridor waiting to see something that was never going to show up? What would be the point?

And what was that buzzing noise?

Jones looked down the corridor toward the source of the sound as it increased in volume. Suddenly, a small two-seater propellor-driven biplane whipped around the corner and headed right for her. Jones dove for the deck, her mind racing. Where did that plane come from? How could it even fit in the corridor? She pressed herself against the wall as closely as she could and opened her eyes. The opposite wall now seemed to be a good ten meters farther away, which was more than enough room for the low-flying plane to get through. As it zoomed by her, Jones realized that there was a banner attached to the tail, a banner with two words printed on it:



IT’S COMING!



And just like that, the plane was gone, disappeared around the bend at the far end of the corridor. But before Jones could relax, she heard another buzzing sound coming from the other direction. She turned in time to see something else rounding the corner.

Was that a blimp?



While Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter understood that space could be a dangerous place and that surprises and emergencies could materialize at any time, he believed that such crises should have the common courtesy to occur during his normal waking hours, preferably after he’d had time to grab a shower, get dressed, and eat some breakfast. This meant that he generally did not appreciate being dragged out of a perfectly sound sleep so that he could deal with whatever the latest problem was that the galaxy had thrown in Waystation’s direction. Therefore, he was less than thrilled to hear the following:

“Jones to Porter! Jones to Porter! Craig! CRAIG!”

“Whahuhblur,” Porter mumbled, clamping his pillow over his head.

“I know you’re there, Craig! Wake up! I need you!”

“I had no idea you felt that way about me,” Porter replied, his voice a barely audible mutter.

“Craig!”

“I’m awake. I’m awake. What do you want?”

“I’m on Deck 50! I need you down here!”

“Now?” Porter asked, trying to focus on the chronometer beside his bed. “It’s 1:30 in the morning!”

“I know, but I want you to be here if it shows up again,” Jones replied.

“If what shows up again?”

“It!”

“Oh, of course. It. How silly of me to ask…what the hell are you talking about?”

“I don’t know,” Jones said. “But there was a plane and the banner that said ‘It’s Coming’ and I think it is, but there’s got to be some kind of explanation because that was a plane, a real plane, and it was flying right at me. I didn’t think it could fit, but it did, and then there was the blimp.”

“Tina?”

“What?”

“Tell me honestly now, am I dreaming this conversation? Because if I am, I’d really like it to stop and switch to something involving Risa and five to ten beautiful women looking for a little jamaharon.”

“It wasn’t a dream, Craig. Something weird is happening down here. I need a science guy to figure it out.”

“Lucky me,” Porter muttered, rubbing his close-cropped beard.

“So you’re coming?”

“Can’t this wait until morning?”

“I don’t know. What if it comes before then?”

“It what?”

“Can we not start that?”

“Start what?”

“Craig!”

“Okay. Okay. I’ll come, but weird isn’t really my area. Can’t we call those Starfleet Intel folks? Didn’t they specialize in weird?”

“Yes, but they’ll take too long to get here. And I don’t think Captain Beck really wants them back on the station if we can avoid it.”

“Imagine that.”

“So you’re coming?” Jones asked again.

“Yeah yeah. I’ll be right there. Porter out.” After the comm channel closed, Porter crawled out of bed and made a promise to the universe that if this ‘it’ (whatever it was) didn’t let him get back to bed soon or at the very least provide coffee, there would be some serious hell to pay on Deck 50.



By the time Porter emerged from the turbolift onto Deck 50, Yeoman Jones had found herself surrounded by the residents of the deck, who had been drawn out into the corridor by her frantic cries to Porter over the comm. At least they seemed to be a calm and rational bunch.

“It’s going to get us!”

“We’re dooooooooomed!”

“Flee! FLEE!”

Or not.

“Craig!” Jones exclaimed with relief upon spotting Porter. She quickly composed herself. “Lieutenant Commander Porter, thank you for coming.”

“How could I refuse an invitation like that?” Porter replied, looking around the deck. “So what’s the problem?”

“IT’S COMING!!!” the residents of Deck 50 all shouted at him.

Porter smiled weakly. “Of course it is,” he said, pulling out his tricorder and starting to scan the area. “Is this where you saw the airplane?” he asked Jones.

“Down there,” Jones said, pointing down the corridor toward Ensign Mellus’ quarters.

“But the flamingos chased me this way,” Ensign Tyler said.

“Flamingos, huh?” Porter said. “Were they playing instruments?”

“That was the marching band,” Jones said.

“Of course it was.” Porter clicked his tricorder shut. “I don’t see a thing unusual here. It’s just a deck like any other on the station. Good night.” He turned and headed back toward the turbolift.

“Wait!” Jones cried, grabbing onto his uniform sleeve. “You have to stay here until you see something. It will happen!”

“You’re starting to sound like them.”

“That’s because they’re right!”

“Tina, listen to me now. Have you considered contacting Doctor Nelson?”

“Why would I do that?”

“All of you are seeing things that aren’t there. That’s called hallucinating, as in it’s all in your head, which means you need a doctor, not a science officer.” Porter cocked his head suddenly. “Do you hear a bell?”

Jones listened. Yes. She did hear a jingling bell in the distance, and it was coming closer. The others had heard it too.

“What is that?” Ensign Mellus asked nervously.

“Everyone just say calm,” Jones said. “Let Lieutenant Commander Porter see whatever it is.”

“Me?” Porter said. “Why me?”

“You’re the one who said we were hallucinating.”

“And now I could be, too,” Porter replied, pulling his tricorder back out. “What does that prove except that I’ve probably caught the same freaky disease the rest of you have?”

Before Jones could respond, the source of the jingling bell rounded the corner.

“Um…what is that?” Porter said as a white, four wheeled vehicle sped their way.

“I have no idea.”

The vehicle skidded to a stop in front of the group, turning sideways to reveal a large opening in the side of the conveyance with several pictures of various popsicles, ice cream cones, and the like plastered below the opening. Almost as soon as the vehicle stopped, a grinning black haired man in a white suit and cap appeared at the window.

“Ice cream! Step right up and get your ice cream!”

Porter and Jones exchanged a glance, then looked down at Porter’s tricorder. “What’s it say?” Jones asked as various squiggles scrolled by on the tricorder’s screen.

“There’s nothing there,” Porter replied.

“Then that’s some nothing,” Jones said as Ensign Tyler was handed a triple cone by the grinning man in white.

“You have a point.”

“So what do we do?”

Porter shrugged. “Eat?” He slipped his tricorder back into his pocket and got in line at the ice cream truck.

“Is that such a good idea?” Jones whispered.

“It’s late, I’m not in bed, and there’s not a damn thing on my tricorder. The least I can do is grab a snack from the nice hallucination before I call it a night.”

“And what can I get for you, young man?” the still-grinning ice cream man asked Porter (You might even say that he was in a good humor).

“How about one of those rocket pop things?” Porter replied, pointing at the red, white, and blue confection on the sign.

“An excellent choice,” the friendly ice cream man replied, reaching back into his freezer for Porter’s selection as Jones looked around at the other Deck 50 residents. At least she was supposed to be looking at the Deck 50 residents. They, however, didn’t seem to be anywhere in sight.

“Um…Craig?” Jones said confused.

“What?” Porter replied, peeling the wrapper off of his popsicle.

“Where did everybody go?”

“To bed?” Porter said before taking the first lick.

“That fast?” Jones said, turning to Porter. She suddenly realized that he was very not there as well. “Craig? CRAIG!”

“Can I interest you in an ice cream, young lady?” the ice cream man asked, flashing Jones a toothy smile.



Maybe they were just hiding, Jones thought as she frantically paced the corridor in front of the ice cream truck as the truck’s occupant watched her movements with an amused smile. But why would they hide? That didn’t make any sense. They were gone, and somehow that evil ice cream man was responsible!

“Where are they?” Jones demanded, charging the truck.

“What exactly?” the ice cream man asked casually. “I keep the popsicles in this freezer back here while every one of our fifteen fine flavors of homemade dairy-fresh ice cream are kept up here inside this…”

“The people who were here! Where are they?” Jones shouted.

“I’m afraid I can’t keep track of all of my customers’ movements, ma’am.”

“You’re refusing to help me!”

“I have no help to give, but there is one thing I can tell you.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s coming.”

“No kidding,” Jones said, deflating as she stalked back over to the wall and slid down it. She curled her knees up to her chest and considered her options. She had to call security. That was certain, but what was she going to tell them? Come arrest the ice cream man? And that didn’t help find the missing people. Lieutenant Commander Russell would probably say they needed to call in Porter, but Porter was now one of the missing people.

“So what? You don’t like ice cream?” a deep sonorous voice said from right beside her. Jones’s head whipped around and saw a man sitting beside her. Features-wise, he resembled the ice cream man, who was still inside his truck grinning at her. This newcomer at least had the decency not to grin constantly. He also didn’t seem to be quite all there, literally. His form was constantly shifting from transparent to translucent to borderline-opaque.

“Who are you?” Jones demanded.

“I am It,” the man said with a dramatic hand gesture. “Although, I guess I’m becoming a bit more than an it now, aren’t it? I am He. Hmm…I like the sound of that.”

“Are you the one…did you take those people?”

“They’re with me, if that’s what you mean. It was entirely their choice, though.”

“You lured them in with sweets!” Jones snapped.

“And?”

“That’s not fair!”

“Relax. I’m sure they’re having fun feeding the Chaos.”

“Chaos? What are you talking about?”

“Chaos. Disorder. The way things are meant to be. It’s the nature of the universe, darling. Everything is moving toward me.”

“So you want to create chaos?”

“I don’t have to create it. Chaos is. You and your ilk are the ones trying to prevent the cosmos from following its natural progression to me.”

“So wait,” Jones said confused. “You’re trying to take over the universe, aren’t you?”

“You still don’t get it. I don’t have to take over anything. Like I said, if you just leave things alone, it will all come to me.”

“But who are you? Where are you from?”

“I’m everywhere. I’m inevitable. I’m Entropy, baby.”

“Did you just call me ‘baby’?”

“Didn’t you hear what I said? I’m Entropy!”

“I heard you. And it’s…a very nice name. I still don’t see why you think we’re just going to stand by and let you take over the universe.” Too bad her Galactic Megalomaniacs course at the Academy Annex wasn’t until next semester. It would have been a big help in dealing with this guy.

Entropy rubbed his hand across his face and took a deep, calming breath. “Let’s start over. I am Entropy. The universe is inevitably moving toward me. Got it?”

“I get that you’re just another insane monster with delusions of grandeur.”

“You’ve never heard of me, have you?”

“No. You’re not as famous as you think you are. Probably no one’s heard of you beyond whatever backwater planet you came from, and as soon as we figure out how you got here, Captain Beck is probably going to kick your butt right back there. Now where are our people?”

“With me. If you want to see them again, go eat some ice cream. Better hurry, though. I’m almost here.”

Determination filled Jones’s face as she got to her feet. “I’m getting them back,” she said.

“Doubtful.”

“I just have one question.”

“Anything for you, my dear.”

“Why a marching band?”

“Chaos. Disorder.”

“Should have guessed,” Jones muttered, storming over to the ice cream man.

“And what can I get for you, young lady?” the ice cream man asked kindly.

“Anything! Just hand me something…preferably grape.”

“You got it!” He turned back to his popsicle freezer and quickly returned with a long purple obelisk of frozen grapiness. “How’s that?”

“Oooooh!” Jones exclaimed reflexively, snatching it away from him. “Er…sorry. Thank you.”

“Any time,” the ice cream man replied with a tip of his cap.

Jones steeled herself then gingerly extended her tongue until it touched the side of the popsicle. Mmmm…it was wonderfully grapey.

And then she was gone.



From all the talk of chaos and disorder that Entropy had been spouting, Jones had no idea what kind of situation she was going to find herself in after licking the popsicle. Based on past situations that Captain Beck had experienced, though, Jones decided to do what she could to shape her environment with a bit of visualization. She was not going to find herself inside of some kind of horrible hell dimension. Instead, she would go somewhere scenic and serene.

When the wave of discombobulation and the accompanying nausea that had hit her upon licking the popsicle (after the pleasant taste of grape, of course) had subsided, Jones opened her eyes and found that she’d at least been partially successful.

She was standing on the perfectly manicured green lawn of some kind of estate.

But it was quickly going to hell.

Instantly, the grass under her feet began to grow long and scraggily. Shrubs bearing mouths full of steely sharp teeth were rampaging back and forth chasing the residents of Deck 50, while nearby Porter was battling his own out-of-control beard, which had grown to over a meter long and was trying to strangle him. He struggled with the crazed hairs, passing an arbor of trees, each one of which flipped over, sticking its roots up into the air as Porter moved by.

“What do you think of my little domain?” Entropy asked, suddenly standing beside Jones.

“Looks…chaotic.”

“Why thank you! That’s an awfully sweet thing to say. It’s really a work in progress, though. You should see it when it’s finished.”

“What will it look like then?”

“Oh, it will encompass everything in the universe…and be inert.”

“Inert? Is that an improvement?”

Entropy shrugged. “It’s inevitable. I’m Entropy.”

“Yeah. You mentioned that,” Jones said as she watched Porter’s beard make another lunge for his neck. “I’m going to go help my friend now.”

“It won’t help,” Entropy said with a chuckle before vanishing. The wind suddenly began to howl furiously and hail was starting to fall as Jones raced over to Porter.

“Craig!” she exclaimed. “We’ve got to get out of here!”

“I’m open to suggestions,” Porter shot back as his beard made a lunge for his left eye. “What the hell is going on around here?”

“It’s that Entropy guy.”

“Who?”

“Entropy. He showed up on Deck 50 right after you disappeared. Well, he kind of showed up. He was all transparent and stuff, and he said he was still coming.”

“Hang on. Entropy? As in the tendency for all matter and energy in the universe to evolve toward chaos and disorder.”

“Chaos and disorder! Yep. That’s him!”

“Tina, Entropy is not a person. It’s a property of nature.”

“He looked like a guy to me, and he said that the entire universe was moving toward him.”

“So this is Entropy?” Porter said in amazement, looking around.

“No. He’s a guy! This is his realm.”

“Chaos and disorder everywhere,” Porter said. “Looks like Entropy to me.”

“And it’s about to get a lot worse,” Jones said, looking over Porter’s shoulder in horror. He turned to see a massive black funnel cloud ripping their way. “We have to get everyone inside!” Jones screamed.

“Go!” Porter said. “I’ll meet you in there!”

Jones took off running toward the first person she saw: Ensign Tyler, who was being pursued by a rabid shrub. Jones sprinted forward and caught the bush from behind, then planted her feet and tossed it over backwards over her head. Before the mad plant could recover, Jones grabbed Tyler and gestured for her to get into the estate house.

Before too much more time had passed, she and Porter had managed to gather up all of the Deck 50 residents and take cover inside the dining room of the huge home.

At least Jones assumed it was the dining room. Several tables had been toppled over inside, and plates, cups, silverware, and napkins were scattered everywhere. In the few moments of calm they had, Jones scooped up a sharp knife and charged Porter.

“Hold still,” she ordered, snagging the end of his unruly facial hair and chopping it off mere centimeters from his face.

The world shuddered slightly.



“You cannot hide in here from me,” an unwelcome voice announced with an ominous chuckle. Jones turned to see the tuxedo-clad Entropy standing at the entrance to the dining room, his black hair slicked back and glistening.

“We’re kind of hiding from the tornado,” Jones said.

“Is this him?” Porter asked.

“I am the tornado. I am this house. I am that knife,” Entropy replied.

“My don’t we have an ego?” Porter muttered.

“Mocking me isn’t wise,” Entropy said, and with a flick of his finger Porter’s beard once again grew wildly out of control and set about trying to throttle him.

“No!” Jones cried, slicing through the newly-formed beard. Again, the world shuddered around them.

“Are we hurting him when we do that?” Jones asked Porter conspiratorially.

“Maybe. Try something else.”

Jones spotted a tea cup on the floor nearby and stomped her boot down on it, shattering the cup into tiny shards.

This time only Entropy shuddered…and his grin widened.

“Do it again,” he said.

“I think he liked it,” Jones whispered.

“So much for that,” Porter said. “Makes sense, I guess. Smashing that cup just created more disorder in here.”

“Yeah,” Jones agreed. She paused for a moment, thinking, then looked up at Porter. “But cutting your beard…”

“…made it more orderly.”

“And Entropy didn’t like that,” Jones said. Her eyes locked with Porter’s as they exchanged a quick look of realization.

“EVERYBODY START CLEANING!” they both shouted.

Jones and Porter immediately started righting toppled tables, laying down tablecloths, and setting up silverware, plates, and glasses, much to the surprise of the near-panicked residents of Deck 50.

“What are you doing?” Entropy demanded, staggering back slightly. Taking that as a good sign, Ensign Mellus and the other Deck 50 residents dove in to help Jones and Porter. In a matter of moments, the room looked ready to receive dinner guests. Entropy, meanwhile, looked like crap, with rivulets of sweat streaming down his red face and bloodshot eyes.

“Spread out!” Jones ordered. “Find places to clean!”

“I’ve got the dishes,” Porter said, striding determinedly into the adjoining kitchen.

“What about me?” Ensign Mellus asked as the others streamed past Entropy into the rest of the mansion.

“Find a bathroom!” Jones shot back.

“B-b-b-bathroom?” Mellus asked in horror.

“You heard me, Ensign. Move!”

Mellus trudged out of the dining room as Jones glanced out the window to the yard beyond. It may have just been her imagination, but the oncoming tornado didn’t seem to be moving anywhere near as fast now, and it was a heck of a lot smaller.

“You can’t…” Entropy gasped, reaching out futilely for Jones. “I am the way things have to be.”

“We’ll see,” Jones said.

Ensign Tyler suddenly raced back into the dining room. “All the other rooms are taken!” she cried.

“Then dust!” Jones said.

“Awww! I hate dusting!

“Do you want to live, Ensign?”

“Well…yeah.”

“Then dust, dammit! Dust like your life depends on it!” Jones replied before charging into the kitchen to help Porter. She’d only made it a couple of steps before Ensign Mellus screams echoed down from the upstairs.

“OH GREAT BIRD PROTECT ME! WHAT COULD DO THIS?”

“What’s with him?” Porter asked.

“I think he found the bathroom.”

“Yikes,” Porter said with a wince, turning back to the suds-filled sink in front of him as Jones grabbed a mop from the broom closet. The swinging kitchen door burst in a few minutes later as Entropy crawled weakly onto the gleaming white tile that Jones had just cleaned.

“Stop,” he croaked. “I demand…that you stop.”

“Then let us go back to Waystation,” Jones said, standing over him.

“I…will not. You’re mine. All…is mine.”

“Your bow tie’s crooked. Let me get that for you,” She leaned down to Entropy and tugged firmly on his neck adornment, setting it perfectly straight.



“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO OOOOOOOOOOO!” Entropy screamed. His body suddenly began to fracture, splitting into jagged pieces as a brilliant white light burst through the cracks. A split-second later, he exploded entirely. The white washed over the world, blinding Jones…

…and then she was back on Waystation.

Jones blinked several times to clear her vision. It was Waystation, all right. Deck 50 to be exact. Porter and the Deck 50 residents were there as well, all looking around with a mix of confusion and relief.

“What happened?” Ensign Tyler asked.

“We were just too orderly for him, I guess,” Porter replied. “I just don’t understand how any of this started in the first place. And why here? This is just a deck that happens to be halfway down the station and halfway between…” Porter trailed off. “I’ve gotta check something,” he said quickly, dashing into the turbolift.

“Is…is it gone?” Mellus asked hesitantly. “Is it over?”

“I think so,” Jones said.

“Thank the Great Bird!” Mellus shouted, storming off toward his quarters. “I really need a shower!”

“That was imaginary dirt you were cleaning, you know,” Jones called after him.

“I don’t care!”

“Well,” Jones said, turning back to the remaining group. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m a bit wired now. Anyone want to go get something to eat?”

“NO!”

“Are you crazy?”

“It’s three in the morning!”

“I want my bed!”

The other Deck 50 residents quickly dispersed back to their quarters, leaving Jones alone in the corridor. Perhaps they had a point. She had just defeated a force of nature after all. Heading to bed might not be such a bad idea. Besides, Captain Beck would undoubtedly want a report in the morning, and it would help Jones to be wide awake when she tried to explain this one.

Or when Porter explained it at any rate because Jones sure didn’t know what the hell had just happened.



“We were attacked by Entropy?” Captain Lisa Beck asked confused as she stood in Ops the next morning listening to Jones’s and Porter’s descriptions of the previous night’s events. “How is that even possible?”

“I don’t know why he…it got anthropomorphized and all, but I think I know what caused the problem in the first place,” Porter said, heading over to his console and pulling up a station schematic highlighting the reactor cores in the upper and lower saucers. “After the Collectors’ attacked last year, we thought the cores had come through unscathed, and we were mostly right. But all of that banging and jarring must have affected the core’s power outputs ever so slightly because each one evidently started emitting energies that were enough to cause localized subspace variances. Some variances are expected in these systems, though. It’s the nature of the beast. And even though the damage the cores sustained increased these variances, it wasn’t enough to trigger an alert in engineering.”

“There’s one small problem, though,” Porter continued. “The variances from both cores radiate outward until they dissipate. Normally, that dissipation occurs almost immediately, but with the damage, the distance the variance traveled increased.” Porter activated the schematic on the viewscreen, and an animated circles expanded outward from each core until the edges of the circles met…right at Deck 50.

“The two variances formed a kind of sympathetic vibration, each strengthening the other as they wore away at the fabric of the universe,” Porter said. “If we hadn’t caught the problem when we did, there would have been a rupture that would release Entropy into the universe.”

“That sounds bad,” Jones said.

“You could say that,” Porter said. “The Entropy Effect…”

“SHHHH!” Beck said quickly “Don’t call it that.”

“Why not?”

“That title is copyrighted.”

“Oooookay. The Entropy…thing would have instantly consumed the station then expanded outward at almost infinite speed until it completely engulfed the entire universe.”

“So we saved the universe!” Jones exclaimed excitedly.

“Technically, yes,” Porter admitted. “But we’re also the ones who endangered it in the first place, which kind of takes away from the hero factor there.”

“I don’t think so,” Beck said. “You went down there to deal with a complaint, Tina, and because you listened to them and got involved, you ended up preventing us all from being destroyed. I’d call that pretty heroic.”

“And she wields a mean mop, too,” Porter said grinning as Jones blushed.

“You both did a great job,” Beck said. “I’m just not sure how much of it I should report to Starfleet considering that…you know…we almost wiped out everyone in the universe.”

“I understand,” Porter said. “And it’s all fixed now. I promise.”

“Good enough for me. I’ll be in my office figuring out what I’m going to say about all this,” Beck said before heading off.

“Not a bad night’s work,” Porter said to Jones.

“Nope,” Jones replied grinning.

“We should celebrate. Wanna get some ice cream?”

“That’s not funny,” Jones said, striding to the turbolift.

“Sure it was,” Porter replied, keeping pace beside her.

“No, it wasn’t.”

“Not even a little?”

“No.”

“Jeeze. Tough room.”

“And for even bringing it up, you’re buying me breakfast.”

“I am?”

“Yes, you are,” Jones said as they stepped into the turbolift. “After all, I saved the universe.”

“Not that you have a big head about it or anything.”

“You could say it was a clean sweep.”

“We could, but let’s not.”

“Entropy is all washed up.”

“Please stop.”

“We really mopped the floor with him.”

“I’m taking the next car,” Porter said, stepped toward the exit.

“Oh, no you don’t,” Jones grabbing him by the collar and yanking him back into the lift.

“Help me,” Porter squeaked as the doors closed.




The Rules of Relativity



“All right. The man is here. You can all relax now,” Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell announced as he strolled into the Security Office on the lower level of Starfleet Square Mall. Ensign Mike Waits, who was manning the office at that time, looked around confused.

“All who, sir?” he asked. “It’s just…”

“Just you. Yeah, I know,” Russell said quickly, cutting him off. “I was trying to make light of the fact that you dragged me in here this early.”

“Early? Don’t you have the morning briefing in a few minutes?”

“Yes, but I lost a good ten to fifteen minutes of sleep because of you, so save the interrogation for the prisoners and tell me what the hell you want.”

“Have you looked at the passenger manifests from the ships that arrived this week?” Waits asked.

“You read the passenger manifests?”

“It’s quiet here at night. I was bored.”

“I don’t think I could ever be that bored,” Russell replied. “But what about them?”

“We’ve had five recent arrivals with criminal records.”

“Um…aren’t those kinds of things supposed to be flagged?” Russell asked. “We should have been notified without even having to look at the manifests.”

“Well…they’re more suspicion of criminal activity records than real criminal records,” Waits said. “An unproven robbery charge. An unproven trafficking in stolen goods charge. That kind of thing.”

“But a group of them arrived at once?”

“Well…not at once. And none of them on the same ship.”

“So what you’re telling me is that some people who have never been convicted of anything have all come to Waystation, but not together?”

Waits hesitated for a moment. “Yes,” he said finally.

“And why are we having this conversation again?”

“I just thought that maybe we should…you know, keep an eye on them.”

“I get the whole initiative thing you’re showing, Mike, but they haven’t done anything. There’s no real proof that they’ve done anything anywhere. We know they’re here. If something odd happens, we at least have a place to start looking for suspects, but we’re not going to put surveillance on station visitors for no reason.”

“Okay. I understand. I just thought you should know.”

“And now I do. Thanks. If you need me, I’ll be in the morning briefing.”

“Have fun,” Waits said.

“I’ll be happy to just stay conscious,” Russell replied as he headed for the exit.



“HE’S WHAT?” Russell exclaimed, rocketing forward in his seat at the conference table in the Ops briefing.

“Gone,” Captain Lisa Beck repeated.

“Wait a second,” Dr. Amedon Nelson said. “What does that mean? Is he dead or what?”

“For right now President Dillon is just considered missing, but Starfleet may update that status when they find out more about what happened.”

“So what exactly did happen?” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter asked.

“You got me,” Beck replied. “Admiral Henry wasn’t exactly open with the details. All I know is that Bradley and several members of the Explorer crew are gone and the Explorer is on its way back.”

“Wow,” Porter said. “I’m surprised AWN News hasn’t been all over this already.”

“You hoping Joan Redding will come by and hit you up for some information?” Russell asked with a leering chuckle. “A little tit for tat.”

“I’m going to try to forget that you just said that,” Beck said, rolling her eyes.

“That makes two of us,” Porter said.

“Craig’s got a point, though,” Commander Walter Morales said. “If Bradley’s missing, I would think that the news would be all over it unless…” He trailed off. “We’re covering this up, aren’t we?”

“Well…It’s not a cover-up so much as a not-talking-about,” Beck replied. “I think Starfleet wants to keep things quiet until they have more information about what happened. I’m sure they’ll make some kind of statement once the Explorer gets back.”

“And when’s that?” Russell asked.

“About three months from now,” Beck said. “Normally I’d doubt that they could keep the news from leaking for that long, but I think everybody is so distracted by that whole Shinzon/Romulan mess to even care.”

“I know!” Nelson exclaimed excitedly. “Did you hear that Shinzon was a clone of Will Riker?”

“I thought it was Commander Data,” Russell said, drawing a disgusted glare from the doctor.

“Data’s an android. How would that even be possible?”

“Well…he was based on a real guy, wasn’t he?”

“Yes, but…”

“I know I heard something about a guy who looked like Data.”

“The clone was of Jean-Luc Picard and there was another Soong-type android. Okay?” Beck said.

“How are you so sure?” Russell said.

“I read the damn report, just like the rest of you could.”

“I was waiting for the movie,” Porter said.

“Let’s just cut to the chase, so we can end this meeting some time today,” Beck said. “Shinzon is dead and won’t be destroying Earth. Bradley is missing and maybe won’t be coming back. And we’re still here and won’t be saying a word. Is everyone clear?”

“So what happened to the Data android?” Russell asked.

“Who cares?” Beck snapped back. “Do we have any actual station business to discuss or should I…Admiral!” Beck voice betrayed her surprise at seeing Admiral Leelan Fonn standing at the doorway of the conference room. While the Admiral was technically in command of Waystation now, he generally maintained a strict hands-off policy when it came to actual command matters, unless something cropped up that would affect his ability to enjoy uninterrupted rest and relaxation in his de facto retirement.

“Morning, all,” Fonn said with a grin as he stepped into the room. “Sorry to bust in like this, but I wanted to let you all know that the bulk of my belongings should be arriving today. Probably should have been here ages ago, but I had the stuff stored at a Dillon Docks all the way over by Yridia, and it was a pain finding a freighter that was heading from there out here. The freighter should be here around 2100 hours, so just keep an eye out for it, if you would, and make sure everything gets sent to my quarters. I appreciate it, folks. Great work. Carry on.”

And with that, Fonn was gone, rushing back to the turbolifts without wasting another moment.

“Did anybody catch that?” Beck asked.

“I think he just ordered us to help him move,” Porter said.

“That’s kind of what I thought he said.” Beck sighed. “All right. Who wants to safeguard the Admiral’s crap?”

“Sounds like a job for security to me,” Dr. Nelson said.

“Awww, come on,” Russell said. “I don’t want to babysit a bunch of boxes.”

“Just delegate it,” Porter said. “That’s why you have a staff.”

“I don’t care who does it as long as it gets done,” Beck said. “But the responsibility is all yours now, Russell.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Russell said unexcited.

“Okay then. Are we done?” No one spoke. “Good. I didn’t have time to grab breakfast before the meeting, and I’m starving. Dismissed.” Not needing any more prompting, the gathered officers bolted for the door, all except for Dr. Nelson, who lingered for a moment.

“Did you need to talk to me, Amedon?” Beck asked, gathering up her padd and rising from her seat.

“Um…no,” Nelson said hesitantly. “I’m fine.”

“Good to know. You hungry?”

“No. Not really. I should get back down to the Infirmary,” Nelson replied, moving toward the exit. “I’ll see you later.”

“That you will,” Beck said as Nelson headed out the door.



Years of being a Federation Marine had caused Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges to expect a certain amount of regimentation in her life. She didn’t like to admit that she’d been conditioned this way, but, when something out of the ordinary occurred, she found herself leaping to alert status perhaps a bit faster and more intensely than a civilian or even a Starfleet Officer would.

The incoming comm signal currently beeping in her quarters was one of these out of the ordinary events. Certainly she received comms, but never this early…unless it was Colonel Lazlo, and he never politely commed. He’d just use his authority to open a channel directly and start barking orders at her.

There was also the small possibility that it was Lisa Beck or Walter Morales on the comm, but both her best friend and her boyfriend were usually at the morning Waystation command crew briefing at this time. Of course, they could have finished early, but then they generally would have contacted Hodges over her communicator rather than comming her quarters.

No this was something different. And that usually meant trouble.

She finished pulling on her uniform tunic and strode out into the living room of her quarters, where the incoming comm signal was flashing on her wall monitor.

“Computer, open comm channel,” she said, bracing herself for the worst.

The smiling face of her brother, Joel Hodges, appeared on the screen.

Hodges wasn’t quite sure if this was a relief or not. Joel, better known as the Z’arkbelst, was the head of an Andorian cult and considered a deity by his followers. For years, Hodges hadn’t heard so much as a peep out of him, but then last year he and his cult moved to the Andorian colony in proximity to Waystation. At first Hodges felt this was great news…at least until Joel kidnapped Lisa Beck with the intent of making her one of his concubines. Hodges and Morales mounted a rescue operation that retrieved Beck and left things between her and her brother somewhat strained. There had been a few comms back and forth, but nothing long or involved. So she had no idea why he would be comming now or why he had that big damn grin on his face.

“Steph!” Joel exclaimed. “How’s it going, sis?”

“Um…fine. How are you?” she asked, still wary.

“I am wonderful. It is the Festival of K’azhst Xal!”

“Is it? I missed that somehow.”

Joel laughed, which put Hodges even more on edge. He was just waaay too happy. “This is a day for renewing bonds and mending wounds, both emotional and physical…well, mostly physical. This is an Andorian holiday after all, but the emotional part is important too.”

“I guess. Why are you telling me this?”

“Come on, Steph! We’ve hardly spoken in over a year now.”

“Which is a big improvement over the not speaking at all we had going for the twenty years prior to that.”

“Yes, but we live so close together now, that we should be closer as family. That’s what the yearly Festival of K’azhst Xal is all about.”

“And you couldn’t tell me this last year?”

“I was still mad at you then, but I’m fine now. And we need to renew our bond. Come for dinner tonight. Bring someone close to you.”

“I’m not bringing Lisa,” Hodges said firmly.

“Did I say Lisa?”

“There is someone else I could bring, though,” Hodges said. “If you’re serious.”

“I’m serious. Bring whoever you’d like.” Joel was silent for a moment. “Who are you bringing?”

“I think I’ll bring my boyfriend along.”

Joel’s face darkened slightly. “Boyfriend? You have a boyfriend?”

“Yes. I’m a marine, not a nun.”

“I know. Sorry. Who is he?”

“Walter Morales.”

“Who?”

“You met him.”

“I did?”

“He came with me to get Lisa back from you!”

“That guy?”

“Yes! Him!”

“You like him?”

“Joel!”

“All right! Fine,” Joel said. “Bring him along. I’d love to meet him…again.”

“Send the coordinates, and we’ll be there. What time?”

“Eight O’clock Fed Standard Time?”

“Twenty hundred hours. See you then.”

“Can’t wait,” Joel said, then closed the channel. Hodges smiled slightly. A date off the station with Morales. Now that sounded like it could be fun. Of course, they would be spending the evening with her brother, but Joel was right. It would be nice for their relationship to get a bit closer. And Joel and Walter could become friends. This was good.



After closing the channel, Joel leaned back into his plush desk chair, allowing its warm, velvety fabric to envelop him.

“She’s seeing someone,” he said, glancing over at his assistant and high priest, Z’assy.

“I heard,” the elder Andorian replied.

“He’s not good enough for her.”

“She is mighty mighty.”

“Stop that.”

“My apologies, your gloriousness. I do agree, however, that it would be more appropriate if the sister of the Z’arkbelst were to marry one of your devoted flock.”

“None of you are good enough for her either,” Joel snapped.

“Of course we’re not. Again, my apologies.”

“I really just wanted this to be a nice dinner. Now I’m going to have to kill that guy!”

“So I should have your sword available?”

“Yeah. Get the good one. You know, the one with all the jewels and the inscriptions on the blade. This is a formal dinner, after all.”

“Yes, your worship,” Z’assy said with a slight bow of his head before striding out of the room.



As fascinating as looking over lab results from the Waystation crew physicals was, Dr. Nelson found her mind wandering away from the console on her desk and toward a day in the not-too-distant future when she would be standing in a wedding gown somewhere (The nebulousness of that “somewhere” bothered Nelson a bit, but her fiance, Frequoq Wuddle of the Multek Enclave, insisted that the location of the wedding ceremony was a surprise) joining her life with that of the man she loved…even if he could be infuriating with his secrecy at times. Of course, he had his reasons. The preparations occurring on Multos and throughout the Multek Enclave to prepare for their entry into the high-profile galactic tourism industry were being guarded jealously by the Multeks. All would be revealed soon, though, and Nelson would be there to see it.

Finding herself missing Wuddle (something that happened fairly often considering how much time they spent apart), she tried contacting his office on Multos, on the off-chance that he’d be there. Moments later, his smiling face appeared on her screen.

“Amedon!” he said happily. “I didn’t expect to hear from you until tonight.”

“Couldn’t wait,” Nelson said grinning. “How are you doing?”

“Oh fine. It’s kind of a quiet day, actually. I’m not being dragged off to eight meetings at once.”

“I don’t know how you do it. I can barely get through one damn meeting without wanting to kill someone.”

“They’re a necessary evil.”

“They don’t have to be. You’re the Frequoq. Just ban them.”

“Even I don’t have that much power. Ask Captain Beck. I’m sure she has similar problems.”

“Not as many. Of course, she’s not dealing with an entire Enclave.”

Wuddle sighed. “I envy her some days. Not many, though. I love being Frequoq.”

“More than you love me?” Nelson asked jokingly.

“Before we wed, you should know that questions like that were deemed illegal on our world generations ago. Don’t make me send you to prison.”

“So I guess ‘Do I look fat in this?’ is out as well, huh?” Nelson said with a chuckle.

“Absolutely.”

“All right,” Nelson laughed. “I’ll try to keep that in mind.”

“So what did Captain Beck say?” Wuddle asked, abruptly changing the subject, not that Nelson was all that surprised. She’d told Wuddle ages ago that she was going to talk to the Captain.

“Um…”

“You haven’t talked to her,” Wuddle said.

“No, but I will.”

“She has to suspect that something like this is coming,” Wuddle replied.

“I know. And I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry.”

“I’m not worried. I just want to make sure you’re okay with this.”

“More than okay. I’ve got to get back to work. I’ll talk to you tonight. I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

Nelson smiled at her intended and closed the comm channel.



The idea of a breakfast soup sounded a bit scary. But put it on stick? Oh yeah. Now you’ve got something. Or so Lieutenant Commander Russell thought as he strolled along the upper concourse of Starfleet Square Mall nodding and smiling at the various people he passed…the women anyway. It was never too early to think about lining up a companion for the evening. He had the urge to hit The Gravity Well, and it’d be nice to show up with a girl on his arm.

Russell suddenly felt hit right arm being yanked down just as he was raising the soup on a stick in his left hand to his mouth. The breakfast concoction smushed messily against his cheek as Russell looked to see what had just attached itself to him.

Oddly enough, there was a girl on his arm. On the downside, she appeared to be about ten years old. This wasn’t exactly what he had in mind.

“Hi, Mister!” the girl screeched excitedly.

“Um…hi,” he replied, trying to gently dislodge the girl from his limb. She wouldn’t budge. “Commander Sean is real busy with important station business right now. Why don’t you run along with your mommy and daddy.” He looked around. “Where are your mommy and daddy?” No one looked as though they were with this particular youngster.

Great. Just what he wanted to deal with this morning. A lost child.

“Can I go with you?” the girl asked eagerly.

Russell smiled weakly. “Hold that thought a second,” he said, slapping his commbadge. “Russell to Security.”

“Laru here, sir,” the voice of Ensign Laru Hassna, who was manning the Security Office at the moment, replied.

“Have we had any missing child reports filed lately?”

“No, sir. Everything’s quiet.”

“Figures.”

“Is there a problem, Commander?”

“I’m not sure yet. Let me know if you hear anything, would you? Russell out.”

“Is it time to go yet?” the girl asked, yanking Russell’s arm in the general direction of the nearest turbolift.

Russell looked around one more time, hoping against hope that he’d see some sign of this kid’s guardians. No such luck.

“I guess you and I are taking a trip to the Security Office,” Russell said, grudgingly allowing himself to be taken to the turbolift.

“Yay!” the girl screeched, pulling him inside the turbolift car.

As the turbolift doors closed, Russell opened his mouth to order the car to its destination but was cut off before he could utter a sound as the girl’s fist slammed at full force into his crotch. Russell instantly dropped to his knees (and dropped his soup on a stick in the process) groaning.

Pushing past the pain in his groin, Russell forced his eyes open and found himself eye-to-eye with his diminutive attacker, who was looking rather pleased with herself. A flash of recognition raced through his brain. That face. Why did he know…

“Olivia?” Russell gasped half in agony and half in shock.

“Took you long enough,” the child replied.

“But…you…you’re a kid,” Russell said, his mind wrestling with the impossibility of what was in front of him. He’d last seen his cousin Olivia a little over a year earlier on Halydol. At that time, she was a woman in her 30s and, as Russell had discovered, a thief.

“Yeah, well, it’s the perfect disguise. I can’t exactly waltz onto a Starfleet facility looking like myself anymore thanks to you,” Olivia replied darkly. “You made a real mess of things for me, Sean.”

“I’m so sorry I got in the way of your criminal career,” Russell said, moving to stand. He thought better of it and stayed on his knees. No sense giving her another clear shot at his equipment.

“Time for you to make it up to me,” Olivia said.

“How? By arresting you and shipping you back to Halydol for trial?”

Olivia laughed. “Come on, Sean. You can’t arrest little young me. Everyone would think that you’d lost your mind. I’m just a kid. Now shut up and pay attention. A few hours from now, a shipment will be arriving for the Admiral in charge of this crap-hole.”

“You know about that?”

“Who doesn’t?”

“Us! Or we didn’t until this morning anyway.”

“Then you folks were the only ones. Word about the shipment is out, and I can guarantee you that I’m not the only interested party who will be waiting for it when it gets here.”

“Wait. What’s in this shipment? Admiral Fonn said it was just some of his belongings that were in storage at a Dillon Docks.”

“That’s true. But one of his belongings is of great interest to my employer as well as those other parties I mentioned. No one could get at it while it was in storage. Dillon Docks are closed up tighter than a Vulcan woman’s legs. But now that it’s headed to an insecure location…”

“Hey! Waystation is secure!”

Olivia just glared at Russell. “Don’t flatter yourself, police-boy. The only way you’re going to stop the people trying to steal the target is with my help.”

“Your help? You’re going to help me?” Russell asked surprised.

“In exchange for the item, yes.”

“Hang on. You’ll help me stop these other people you mentioned from stealing this thing if I then let you steal it?”

“That’s the deal.”

“The deal sucks.”

“It’s either that or I race out of this turbolift screaming about the bad Starfleet man who tried to touch my private places. And believe me, considering how uncomfortable the whole de-aging procedure was, I’m pretty tempted to do that anyway.”

“All right,” Russell said, holding his hands up. “What do you want me to do?”

“Nothing,” Olivia said. “Except spend the day with me, of course.”

“Of course,” Russell muttered. Not that he expected Olivia to let him out of her sight now that he knew the truth. On the bright side, if she was telling the truth, which he had every reason to believe she was, he could be ending the day with a few solid arrests. He just hoped that Admiral Fonn wouldn’t miss whatever it was Olivia was going to be stealing all that much.



“You don’t look happy about this,” Stephanie Hodges observed.

“Hmmm?” Commander Walter Morales asked, looking up from the padd he’d been reading ever since they’d left Waystation in the Runabout Cumberland two hours earlier.

“You. Not happy.”

“I’m fine,” Morales replied curtly.

“Yes because you usually refuse to speak to me when you’re fine.”

“I’m speaking to you now.”

“For the first time this trip.”

“Sorry. I’ve been reading.”

“And what could possibly be more fascinating that talking with me?” Hodges asked with a sarcastic smirk.

“It’s an encyclopedia of Andorian Rites and Rituals. Captain Beck loaned it to me before we left the station. I want to go into this prepared.”

“It’s just dinner with my brother…who is human, I might add.”

“Considering our last visit with him was a rescue mission, I’m not taking any chances,” Morales replied. “I know he’s family to you, but I don’t trust him. Trustworthy people do not kidnap women and cart them off to be consorts. The Andorians who worship him have warped your brother’s mind!”

“I guess I should be glad you didn’t bring along a security detail.”

“I thought about it. Believe me.”

“So has that book taught you anything useful?”

“Only that the Andorians have a rite for just about everything. And those rites have subrites and so on. How can they keep them all straight?”

“My guess is that most Andorians only know the main ones…and probably the ones involving dismemberment. They seem big on dismemberment.”

“Just the thing to give me an appetite,” Morales muttered.

“Better put the book away. We’re here,” Hodges said as she brought the Cumberland out of warp and slid into the system containing the Andorian colony world.

“I wonder if they’ve been able to put anything together in the last year or if they’re still living out of their ship,” Morales said, standing close to the viewport and peering through the thick clouds covering the planet as Hodges made her descent. The clouds suddenly gave way revealing a giant head.

“Ahhhhhh!” Morales cried, tumbling backwards into his seat as Hodges frantically veered their craft away from the massive obstacle in their path.

“That was Joel!” Hodges exclaimed, swinging the ship back around. Sure enough, they were looking at a towering statue of the Z’arkbelst, looming at least a hundred meters over the storm-battered landscape of the planet. Beyond the statue, a sprawling compound had been constructed with a gleaming golden ziggurat at its center, the structure shining from the beams of several powerful spotlights glinting across its surface.

“They’ve been busy,” Morales said, his heart rate returning to normal.

“Anything for their god, I suppose.”

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“What?”

“That your brother is worshipped as a god.”

“I’m not worshipping him. I know what a dork he is.”

“Yeah, but you still get a kick out of this.”

“It is kind of fun. I’m the sister of a deity. Does that make me a demi-god or something?” Hodges said, bringing the Cumberland in for a landing outside of the ziggurat as a welcoming party of robed Andorians, led by Z’assy, emerged from the structure to meet them.

“With this bunch, it might make you the main course,” Morales said.

“Could you at least try to keep an open mind about this.”

“Someone trying to open my mind with a club is exactly what I’m afraid of.”

“You never got into the whole ‘explore strange, new worlds and seek out new life and new civilizations’ part of the Starfleet Charter, did you?”

“There’s nothing new about these people. I know exactly who they are and what they are likely to do, and I think I have every right to be paranoid!”

“Relax,” Hodges said, shutting down the engines and opening the access hatch so they could exit the runabout. “It’s just dinner.”



For a while, Lieutenant Commander Russell had considered trying to find a way to slip a message to Craig Porter or one of his security officers to alert them to his situation, but Russell nixed the idea for two reasons. First, he had no clue what sort of message to send. How do you phrase, “Help! My cousin has turned herself into a ten year old and is now forcing me to help her steal something from Admiral Fonn”? Even, “Help! This ten-year-old girl is holding me hostage” was problematic. All he’d managed was to convince Olivia to let him slip into his office for just a moment to get a couple of supplies and to tell his staff to await his orders. They’d be needed for the arrests to come.

The second, and perhaps more important reason for not trying to get a message out was that Olivia was thus far holding up her end of the bargain and providing Russell with good information about the five other interested parties who were sure to be on Waystation, including their usual operating methods. It was like getting a peek into the criminals’ playbook. It did, however, leave Russell with a nagging question.

“Why are you helping me?” he asked as he and Olivia waited in a set of empty quarters for the arrival of the transport carrying Admiral Fonn’s belongings.

“Because that was the deal,” Olivia replied distractedly as she switched from security camera to security camera on the wall monitor, studying each view for a moment before moving on to the next.

“A deal you made when you didn’t have to. There were other ways to force me into helping you.”

“Possibly, but this one gives you something you want, which makes it far less likely that you’ll try to pull something.”

“Yeah, but aren’t you betraying your…colleagues in the process?”

“More like competitors,” Olivia said. “So let’s just say that having them indisposed for a while wouldn’t be a bad thing for me either. Thanks, cousin!”

“Uh huh,” Russell muttered. “I’m so glad I can help.”

“Like I told you, Sean, you made a real mess of things for me. This would seem to me to be the least you could do to make up for it.”

“You keep acting like I did this horrible thing to you. Did you miss the part where you broke the law? You’re a thief! A career thief!”

“Yes, and in order to continue my career, I need to avoid places like prison!”

“I can get you sent to a very nice rehabilitation colony.”

“I’m not interested in rehabilitating. I like what I do, and I’m good at it. And it’s not like I’m stealing food out of the mouths of starving refugees here. I deal exclusively in rarities and antiquities. The kinds of things that are either owned by the elite or stuck in a museum somewhere. My employer just uses me to get the goods that can’t be bought. Nobody gets hurt.”

“That doesn’t make it right.”

Olivia shrugged. “There are a lot of ‘not right’ things in the universe, Sean, but I don’t see what I do as being real high up on the list of galactic problems. I’m doing my job.”

“It’s a problem for me.”

“When did you become such a goody-goody?”

“I’m doing my job,” Russell said.

“Well, right now your job is to help me. Are your people ready? That freighter’s going to be here any time now.”

“They’ll be ready,” Russell replied confidently.

“Good to know you have such faith in your officers.”

Russell smiled weakly. “Er…they’ll be ready. Let’s leave it at that.”



As much as he hated to admit it, perhaps this really was just dinner. Okay, actually it was something of a relief to admit it. Morales never had a problem admitting he was wrong, particularly when being wrong meant that his life wasn’t about to end in some violent, horrible fashion, which Morales was vehemently opposed to. His death would preferably involve slipping away peacefully in bed at a ripe old age after enjoying a sumptuous last meal with his close family and friends. Insane Andorians or their equally-insane human cult leaders were not invited.

Steph, meanwhile, seemed to be more than happy to take the time to catch up with her brother as the trio sat on colorful, intricately-woven plush rugs in the Z’arkbelst’s dining chamber enjoying the feast that had been laid out before them.

Fortunately for Morales’s gastrointestinal tract, Joel Hodges had provided several Earth dishes among the Andorian delicacies.

Unfortunately, Z’assy kept entering the room at regular intervals to check on their progress, something which unnerved Morales to no end and wreaked havoc with his digestion. And it didn’t help that Joel hadn’t said a single word to him after the initial hellos were exchanged upon their arrival. Hodges had promised Morales that Joel wanted to see him too, but he sure had a funny way of showing it. Of course, he could have just been busy talking with his sister. It had been a while since the siblings had had a real conversation. Morales contented himself with eating and stealing the occasional glance at the Andorian Rites and Rituals Encyclopedia he’d surreptitiously pulled out of his shoulder pack while Hodges and Joel were engrossed in their conversation.

“…should visit the station again sometime,” Hodges was saying to her brother as Z’assy made his latest entrance, the seventh of the meal so far. “You were only there for a few hours the last time, so you didn’t really get to see the place.”

“I know. We were kind of in a hurry after I took Lisa. Is she still mad about that?” Joel asked.

“I don’t think so. I wouldn’t try it again, though.”

“No. She wasn’t real receptive the first time. Usually the Z’arkbelst thing gets me right into bed with women. I’m not sure what her problem was.”

“She’s actually been a god…a Q anyway. You weren’t going to bowl her over with your little Andorian friends.”

“Ahem!” Z’assy interrupted with a disapproving growl of a cough. “We are not little. And the Z’arkbelst is mighty mighty! If you had not interfered in business which did not concern you, he would have had the human woman without difficulty.”

That was more than enough to yank Morales out of his reading. “Didn’t concern us!” he exclaimed. “You kidnapped our Captain, who happens to be your Z’arkbelst’s sister’s best friend!”

“That is of no matter to the Z’arkbelst. His desires are all.”

“I think Captain Beck would have a few things to say about that,” Morales retorted. “I know I would.”

“Your worshipfulness, we should proceed quickly to dessert, so that we may commence the Ritual of K’hakahskahk,” Z’assy said, his last word sounding more like an effort to hack up phlegm than anything else.

“You’re probably right,” Joel said, shooting a glare at Morales as Morales quickly scrolled through his encyclopedia.

“K’hakahlaka…K’hakashskan…K’hakahskahk. Ahhhh! I knew it! You’re going to kill me!” Morales cried accusingly.

“Walter!” Hodges snapped. “Calm down! Nobody is going to hurt you!”

“Oh yeah? Then what’s this?” Morales replied, stabbing his finger at the text displayed on the padd. Hodges scanned through it briefly, then turned angrily on her brother. “Joel! You’re going to kill my boyfriend?”

“No!” Joel insisted. Morales let out a sigh of relief. “Not until after dessert anyway.”

Morales’s relief vanished rather rapidly.



The arrival of the freighter Crinkar Ness in Docking Bay Six wasn’t a cause for much fanfare on Waystation, at least not on the surface. The vast majority of the station’s residents were completely unaware that the freighter existed at all, and, frankly, if you told them, they really wouldn’t care. Other than the fact that the freighter was containing some cargo for Admiral Fonn, Ops was rather unconcerned about the freighter’s arrival as well.

In certain quarters, however, Docking Bay Six was now the center of the universe as all attention focused on an unassuming little box, no more than 30 centimeters square, resting in the midst of several other crates and storage containers inside the Crinkar Ness’ hold.

Crewman Doji Peneb, despite being the Docking Bay officer assigned to offload the cargo in question, was not one of the people paying attention to the little box. Actually, he was hardly paying attention to any of the boxes on the zero-grav pallette he pushed out of the Crinkar Ness’ hold as he exited the ship into the Docking Bay proper.

“You need any help with that?” another crewman asked, walking over.

“I’ve got it,” the Rigellan replied with a nod of his head. “Thanks.”

“No problem,” the crewman said, returning the nod and heading off.

Crewman Peneb continued on his way, completely unaware that his load was now just a little bit lighter.

Olivia Russell, however, was quite aware of what had just transpired. “There!” she said, pointing at the monitor in the quarters she and Lieutenant Commander Russell were using as their base of operations. “He’s got it.”

“Who?”

“Him!”

“That guy?” Russell asked, squinting at the figure of the helpful crewman on the screen as he stepped out of the docking bay.

“That guy is Harry Eams, and he’s walking away with my package!”

Sure enough, Russell could see a small box tucked under Eams’ arm as the corridor security cameras picked him up leaving the Docking Bay.

“How did he do that? Our crewman was right there talking to him!”

“And your crewman probably didn’t notice him at all. Harry Eams specializes in being nondescript. You can have an entire conversation with him and not remember it an hour later.”

“He’s telepathic?”

“Just boring. But he’s been able to turn his complete lack of presence into an asset. No one realizes that he’s robbed them until he’s gone, and then they don’t remember anything about him. If we lose track of him now, we’ll never catch him.”

“Then we’ll catch him,” Russell said. “Russell to Waits.”

“Waits, here,” the voice of Lieutenant Mike Waits replied.

“Theft in progress from Docking Bay Six. He’s heading your way.”

“Really?” Waits asked surprised.

“I told you it would happen.”

“Yeah, but I thought this was just a way to keep us busy or something. Like a drill.”

“This is not a drill. There is a human male in a crew uniform carrying a small box heading toward your position. Stop him.”

“Yes, sir! Waits out.”

After closing the channel, Waits pulled his phaser from its holster and eagerly awaited the arrival of his quarry. One guy with a box? Waits would have this wrapped up in no time. A few moments later, a man rounded the corner. He seemed to fit the description. Uniform. Box. Beyond that he was…a guy. Brown hair. Unexceptional features. If Russell hadn’t told Waits to be on the lookout for him, Waits wouldn’t have given him a second glance. He was about to give the guy a hell of a lot more than that, though.

“Waystation Security!” Waits shouted. “Freeze!”

Harry Eams froze all right. He didn’t often get questioned for a robbery, and never while he was still holding the stolen property in his hands. This was bad. Very very bad. How had he been tagged this soon? Hold on. Don’t panic. Maybe this was about something else.

“You’re under arrest for the theft of…that thing you’re carrying,” Waits said, advancing forward.

Okay. So this was about the robbery. What to do? What to do? Er…RUN!

Eams spun on his heel and started to make a break for it. I say ‘started’ because as soon as he completed his turn, he was nailed in the back by a stun blast from Waits’ phaser. He hit the deck a split-second later, completely unconscious as Waits strolled up and grabbed the box.

“Waits to Russell. Suspect in custody, and I have recovered the stolen…”

BAM!

Waits was cut off as a meaty fist slammed into the side of his head. If he had retained consciousness rather than collapsing to the deck beside Harry Eams, Waits would have seen that the meaty fist was attached to an equally meaty Tellarite female. Meaty didn’t really do her justice, though. She was massive. And now she had the package held gently in one hand as she lumbered off down the corridor.

Meanwhile, Russell and Olivia watched the whole scene play out over the security monitors in abject horror. At least Russell was feeling horror. Olivia had been expecting, actually counting on this turn of events.

“That’s Oglona. Scary, ain’t she?” Olivia asked.

“Er…um…Augggggggghhhhh!” Russell screamed, the vision on the screen overloading his mind. After a few more moments watching the behemoth, he finally recovered himself enough to take action. “Russell to Jacob.”

“Jacob here, sir,” Ensign Tom Jacob replied. Russell shuddered and mouthed a silent apology to the lad for what he was about to send him into.

“Robbery suspect is heading your way. You’re going to need backup. I repeat, you WILL need backup.”

“Acknowledged, sir. I’ll handle it. Jacob out.”

Somehow Russell didn’t think Jacob would be the one doing the handling.

He was proven right about three minutes later as Oglona, having set her prize aside for a moment, scooped up Jacob and hoisted the officer above her head.



“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH H!” Jacob screamed terrified as Oglona shook him back and forth.

Two other security officers, whom Jacob had fortunately had the good sense to call as soon as he saw what he was up against, ran around the corner. They skidded to a halt and exchanged a frightened glance.

“Um…put him down!” Ensign Brendan Shust ordered with more conviction in his voice than he really felt at that particular moment.

Oglona smiled a particularly loathsome grin, her snout wrinkling. “Okay,” she said.

“NO!” Jacob cried.

“Shoot her!” Ensign Kelly Fouse, the other officer on the scene, screamed, scrambling for her phaser as Oglona hauled Jacob back and flung him toward Shust and Fouse. They dove toward the sides of the corridor and opened fire, their phaser blasts slamming into the Tellarite’s chest. Oglona grunted, then took a step forward.

“Head!” Shust and Fouse shouted in unison. Their phaser beams tracked upwards, racking across Oglona’s face. Her grunt became more of a strained roar. She took another step, then another. The phaser barrage didn’t let up. Then, with one last moan, she toppled forward, landing squarely on top of Jacob accompanied by the sound of several of his bones cracking joining the ones that had already cracked when she’d tossed him to the floor.

Shust and Fouse continued firing for another ten seconds before they were finally convinced that Oglona wouldn’t be getting back up any time soon.

“Fouse to Russell.”

“Go ahead.”

“Shust and I have found Ensign Jacob and the suspect. Both probably need a doctor right about now.”

“What about the box?”

“It’s here.”

“Good. Take it to…” Russell’s voice trailed off for a moment, as it sounded like someone in the room with him was talking to him. “Um…have Shust take the box to Admiral Fonn’s quarters. You remain with Jacob and the suspect.”

“Aye, sir,” Fouse said, looking at Shust and shrugging. “Fouse out.”

Shust walked over and picked up the box. “What’s in this thing?” he asked.

“Got me,” Fouse replied.

“Somehow I’m guessing the admiral wouldn’t like me to open it.”

“Probably a safe guess,” Fouse said, taking a seat next to the fallen Jacob and Oglona. “Have a nice walk.”

“It will be thrilling, I’m sure,” Shust muttered and headed off down the corridor as Fouse contacted the Infirmary and told them to bring several medics and a forklift.

Meanwhile, safely ensconced in their commandeered quarters, Russell asked Olivia why Shust had to take the box rather than Fouse.

“There’s a 50-50 chance you’re about to find out,” Olivia replied as Shust headed toward his destination on the screen in front of them.

Shust actually only managed to make it about another one hundred yards before he ran across a rather ravishing woman strolling down a corridor. He couldn’t help looking her up and down, especially considering that the low cut red dress she was wearing appeared to have been tailor-made for her each and every wonderful curve. Shust made eye-contact with the woman and realized very quickly that he’d been caught gawking. This was usually the point where he got slapped, but, much to his surprise, he found that the gorgeous female before him was actually smiling. And what a smile. If you could somehow say, “come and get me” with a simple grin, she was doing it.

“Hi there,” she said in a voice so sultry that Shust felt his legs begin to quiver. “I don’t thing I’ve seen you around the station before. And believe me, I’d notice you.”

“Oh, I’ve been around,” Shust said quickly.

“Then why oh why haven’t we run into each other before?”

“I really don’t know…ma’am.”

“Ooooh. And a gentleman as well. This must be my lucky evening. It is my lucky evening, isn’t it?” she cooed, taking a long step toward him that caused a seemingly-endless, perfectly formed leg to slide out from the slit in her dress.

“Yes, ma’am,” Shust said as the woman reached for him. “It definitely is.”

Now not two months earlier, Lieutenant Commander Russell had given a lecture to his officers about the dangers of allowing oneself to be easily seduced. Lieutenant Commander Porter’s run-in with a woman intent on blowing up the spatial anomaly sitting a short distance away from Waystation was all the object lesson Russell felt that anyone needed, not that Russell himself paid much attention to said lesson. That being the case, he shouldn’t have been at all surprised when his officers followed his lead…or lack thereof.

So Shust was more than happy to allow himself to be seduced and caught rather off-guard as his seductress’s nails scratched lightly down his cheek and sent several thousand volts through him. He hit the ground spasming and wished that she’d just had the decency to slap him and move on.

Sentana Buo, the lady in question, tapped her wrist lightly, deactivating her electrified fingernails, and smiled down at Shust. “Looks like only one of us is getting lucky tonight,” she said, scooping up the box Shust had dropped in the process of plummeting to the deck. If Shust had been capable of seeing straight at that moment, he would have had a lovely view of Sentana Buo’s backside as she sauntered off down the corridor.

The view was not lost on Russell as he watched the show on the monitor. “Wow. She’s good,” he muttered.

“That’s why we needed your boy there,” Olivia said. “If you’d sent the woman, Sentana might not have acted, and you wouldn’t get the arrest.”

“Seems like kind of a limited M.O. for a thief,” Russell observed.

“It gets the job done more often than not,” Olivia replied. “Better nab her, though.”

“Gladly,” Russell said, making a mental note to be the one to interrogate her later…as long as he stayed out of her reach. That whole electricity thing looked more than a little uncomfortable. Poor Shust was still jolting.

Sentana Buo was rather unconcerned about the officer she’d just shocked, though. She had a transport to catch and a prize to deliver. But she’d wrapped up obtaining the item earlier than she expected, so it wasn’t like she needed to rush, she thought as she rounded the next corner and almost ran right into a scowling Bajoran in a Starfleet uniform.

“Hands up, ma’am,” Ensign Laru Hassna said, holding her phaser on Sentana. “You’re under arrest.”

“You wouldn’t be a lesbian by chance, would you?” Sentana asked hopefully.

“No, ma’am. Hands up.”

“Damn,” Sentana cursed, then did as she was told as two other security officers strode past Ensign Laru to take Sentana into custody while Laru took the box out of Sentana’s hands.

“Laru to Russell,” Laru said as Sentana was escorted away. “The suspect is in custody and I have possession of the stolen property.”

“Good job. The box needs to be taken to Admiral Fonn’s quarters. And Hassna?”

“Yes?” the Bajoran replied, surprised that Russell was breaking protocol and calling her by her last name.

“Be careful.”

“I will, sir. Laru out,” she said a little confused. She was only taking a box from one place to another. The criminals were in custody. What was there to worry about?

And where was that humming noise coming from?

Laru turned around just as a flock of small dart-like objects flew around the corner at the end of the corridor and zipped toward her, the humming noise growing louder as they approached. Suddenly, one fired a pin-prick sized laser beam, which seared into her hand.

“Ow! Hey!” Laru cried, dropping the box. Several of the other dart-things fired tiny tractor beams out of their ventral sides, each of which locked onto the box. The box began to rise up off of the floor.

“Oh no you don’t!” Laru said, snatching the box and running off in the opposite direction as a barrage of tiny beams smacked into her back. “Ow! Yiy! Ack!” Laru fired her phaser behind her blindly as she ran, her shots slamming uselessly into the corridor walls as the dart drones gave chase.

“Laru to Russell! Help!”

From his position in front of the monitor, Russell watched helplessly as Laru was pursued through the corridors. He looked again to Olivia, who shook her head. “We have to follow the drones,” she said. In truth, Olivia knew where the drones would be heading once they obtained the box from Ensign Laru, and it would not be where their creator and controller, a Yridian tinkerer known as Minhdo, would be expecting.

On the monitor, Laru turned down another corridor, one that dead-ended at a turbolift.

“Come on! Come on!” Laru pleaded, kicking the turbolift doors as the darts arrived at the end of the corridor. The darts charged her just as the turbolift doors opened. She dove inside, landing hard on the turbolift floor and screaming “Emergency close.”

The doors whooshed shut, but Laru could still hear the hum. She looked up hesitantly, not wanting to see what she feared was there.

Yep. They were there. The darts must have made it in just before the doors closed. Three of the darts dove at her, embedding their needle-like points into her rear end.



“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAaaaaaaaaaaaauuuuunnnnnnnnnnn nh…zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz”

A few minutes later and several decks lower, the turbolift slowed to a stop and its doors opened. The flock of darts flew out, the stolen box held firmly in the grip of a half-dozen mini-tractor beams, and left a thoroughly-drugged Ensign Laru sleeping soundly on the turbolift floor.

Inside a set of guest quarters a few corridors away, Minhdo, Master of Mini-Bots (not that anyone other than him ever called him that), smiled a satisfied smile. The item had been obtained, and now his glorious creations (not that anyone other than him ever called them that) were winging their way back to him, prize in tow.

Um…that should have been a left turn.

Impossible. His robots had just turned right at the corridor junction. They were going the wrong way! After banging fruitlessly against his command console and finding that the robots just weren’t responding, Minhdo did the only thing he could do: chase after his robots himself.

He soon tracked them to a set of quarters several corridors away from his own. They must have somehow gotten their positioning system damaged in their fight with the Starfleet security officer. He needed to retrieve them before whoever was staying in these quarters contacted the station crew.

Minhdo buzzed the door chime anxiously. “Hello?” he called through the door. “I believe an invention of mine has entered your quarters by mistake. I’m very sorry about this. If you’ll just open the door, I can…”

The doors slid open.

And Minhdo was immediately dropped by a stun blast to the chest.



Hodges spent most of the ensuing dessert course protesting her brother’s plans to perform the Ritual of K’hakahskahk, which, according to the encyclopedia, was generally invoked whenever a suitor was not considered good enough by the family members of a suitee on Andor. Families being what they are, the Ritual of K’hakahskahk occurred fairly frequently. Usually, though, it was left to the family elders to call for the ritual, and, being elder-type folk, they usually lost the ensuing battle to the death with the far- younger prospective suitor. This was seen by most Andorians as a positive thing, since any complaints from the elders (most of which began “In my day…”) were summarily silenced and inheritances got passed along a bit more quickly without the bother of waiting for the elder to kick off naturally. But then, Andor being Andor, dying a natural death was considered…well…unnatural.

Back to the Ritual of K’hakahskahk at hand, Hodges found that Joel was less than receptive to her protests, and the large number of armed Andorians Z’assy brought in to oversee the end of the meal and the ritual were equally unreceptive to Morales’s attempts to leave the dinner party early.

Much too soon, the dessert course (a really lovely chocolate eclair) was over and Morales and Hodges were roughly escorted from the dining room to what could only be described as an arena. Seats filled with Joel’s Andorian followers lined the walls, while, in the center of the room, a circular area bordered by short metal spikes jutting out of the stone floor waited for the evening’s combatants.

Joel strode forward, his golden cape billowing impossibly behind him. How he managed that in a room with no wind, Morales couldn’t guess. Upon entering the ring, Joel was immediately attended by two Andorians, who reverently removed his cape as Z’assy approached with a magnificent sword, complete with a jewel-encrusted hilt. Morales, meanwhile, had what was basically a metal stick with a sharp point at one end shoved unceremoniously into his hands as he was hustled into the circle of combat across from Joel.

“The Ritual of K’hakahskahk will begin!” Z’assy announced.

“Joel!” Hodges shouted. “Don’t do this!”

“It’s for you, sis,” Joel replied. “But don’t worry. I’ll make it quick. Like the sword? Pretty fancy, huh?”

“I don’t care about your damn sword! Don’t kill my boyfriend!”

“I second that!” Morales cried.

“You would,” Joel spat. He turned back to Hodges. “You really want to date a coward? I don’t think so. No way.”

“I think Steph can decide that for herself,” Morales said.

“You stay out of this!”

“You’re about to put a sword through me. I don’t think I could be much more in this!”

“Most holy one,” Z’assy said, stepping in. “Please proceed with the ritual.”

“Am I doing it wrong?” Joel asked.

“Traditionally, there is much less whiny bickering.”

“Ahh…gotcha. We’ll get with the fighting then.” Joel lunged forward and took a swing at Morales, who was barely able to get his weapon, if it could be called that, up in time to deflect the blow.

“Hold him off!” Hodges shouted, rifling through Morales’s shoulder pack, which she’d been given custody of before he was sent into the arena.

“I didn’t bring a phaser,” Morales called, leaping back to avoid another swing from Joel. “Someone talked me into leaving it on the runabout!”

“I don’t need it,” Hodges said, yanking the encyclopedia out of the pack and quickly scrolling through it.

“Great, dear! You can read about the circumstances of my upcoming death in greater detail,” Morales said, trying to go on the offensive. Joel easily parried his blows and drove Morales back.

“We demand the Rite of H’lshir Fa’ms!” Hodges announced suddenly.

“What?” Morales exclaimed as Joel looked questioningly to Z’assy. “What did you do?”

“You said the rituals had rites and subrites, remember? I just asked for one of the subrites.”

“Will it help?” In response, Morales’s stick was taken away from him as Z’assy took Joel’s sword away as well. So far, so good. Morales was then handed what could only be described as a giant sausage. “Umm…”

“Z’assy?” Joel said, eyeing the equally large, meter long sausage he’d been given.

“It is the Rite of H’lshir Fa’ms,” Z’assy said, as though that explained everything.

“I still get to kill him, though, right?”

“Of course, your grace. But in the Rite of H’lshir Fa’ms, you must beat him into submission first.”

“I can do that,” Joel said. He lofted his sausage into the air and cried at Morales, “I shall subdue you with my solid shaft of meat!” Joel stopped for a moment, processing the words that had just come out of his mouth. “Er…forget I just said that.”

“Oh dear god, I’m going to try,” Morales replied.

The two men charged each other, wielding their new weapons as best they could.

SPLORT.

“Ow.”

SPLORT

“Ow.”

SPLORT

“Ow.”

“Z’assy! This isn’t getting me anywhere!” Joel snapped. “Find a way to move it along!”

“Of course,” Z’assy said with a bow. “We demand the Rite of S’zazzzp!”

“What’s the Rite of S’zazzzp?” Morales demanded, looking back at Hodges.

SPLORT.

“OW! HEY! I was asking a question!” Morales shouted.

“Too bad,” Joel taunted. He was suddenly grabbed from behind by two Andorians, who literally ripped his shirt off. “Hey!”

Morales’s uniform tunic quickly suffered the same fate. Deprived of their shirts and their sausages, the two men faced each other.

“So this is the Rite of S’zazzzp?” Morales asked.

Z’assy nodded gravely. “The combatants will now battle hand to hand…in oil.”

“What?” Morales and Joel cried just as gallons of clear, slick oil suddenly deluged from the ceiling, coating them and the arena instantly.

“Oh, and the spikes circling the arena are now electrified,” Z’assy said. “You may continue with your fight to the death now.”

“Thanks a bunch,” Morales said as Joel dove at him. Morales dodged and immediately lost his footing, slipping under the punch Joel had just thrown.

“Steph!” Morales cried.

“Working on it!” Hodges shouted back, frantically reading through the entries. “Add bullwhips…no. Crowd can throw spears at the combatants…no. Add a rampaging bull…no. Ha! We demand the Rite of I’mt’llz’n!”

Morales, whose neck was currently being throttled by Joel’s hands, wrenched his head sideways to look at Z’assy. The frown on the elder Andorian’s face was hopefully a positive sign. Joel’s hands slipped off from the oil again, allowing Morales to gasp for breath and shout, “What does that mean?”

“Your most holy worship of grace, you must let him go,” Z’assy said.

“Why?” Joel demanded. “He’s not dead yet!”

“They have called for the Rite of I’mt’llz’n.”

“So?”

“So you may not continue.”

Morales slithered out from under Joel and, after the electrified spikes descended into the floor, crawled out of the arena toward Hodges. “What is the Rite of I’mt’llz’n?” he asked her warily.

“The dispute between the combatants has grown into a battle between families that must be settled by their respective hive mothers.”

“I don’t have a hive mother. Neither do you and Joel.”

“But we have moms.”

“So…they have to fight?”

“Technically. But come on. Like that’s going to happen,” Hodges said. “And even if it did, they’d slap at each other a few times, then go home.”

“Are you crazy?” Morales exclaimed. “My mom’s a middle school teacher! She’s going to eat your mother alive!”

Joel stalked over, ending the discussion before Hodges could respond. “Z’assy tells me the fight to the death is off,” he said unhappily. “You want some coffee or something? I think we’ve got some Olfairan Brandy somewhere.”

“I want to go home,” Hodges replied icily, pushing past her brother and heading toward the exit. Morales and Joel glared at each other for a few moments, neither man willing to make the first move.

“You can go,” Joel said finally.

“Thanks for dinner,” Morales said flatly.

“Yeah. Whatever.”

Morales moved to go, but stopped himself and turned back to Joel. “You know, next time you could actually try talking to me. Get to know me a little bit. You’ve got an amazing sister, so maybe you might want to give the guy she’s seeing a little benefit of the doubt. She wouldn’t have stuck with me for this long if I was some kind of jerk.”

Joel shrugged. “She’s my sister. You’re not worthy of her. No one is.”

“Then I guess it’s a good thing you don’t get the final say on that, isn’t it,” Morales said before striding for the door. He stopped one more time and looked back at the Z’arkbelst. “Oh, Joel?”

“What?”

“My mom is going to kick your mom’s ass!”



“Got him,” Olivia said smugly as she watched Minhdo drop to the deck on the monitor.

“Huh? Who did that?” Russell demanded.

“The Spider,” Olivia said, heading toward the door. “Give me a phaser.”

“No way,” Russell said, chasing after her as he drew his weapon. “You just stay behind me. Now who’s this Spider person?”

“Iemasa Chiba,” Olivia replied darkly. “The best there is at stealing from other thieves. You pull a job, get away undetected, and then the Spider is there, waiting for you when you get back home. Even when you expect him to go after you, he still manages to take you by surprise. He just waits, lets you do the work, then pounces.”

“How many times has he gotten you?”

“Too many,” Olivia said. “But this time…” She opened the door to their commandeered quarters. Across the hall from them, Iemasa Chiba, who was just pulling Minhdo’s unconscious body into his quarters, looked up at them in shock.

“You’re under arrest,” Russell said.

“Gotcha, Chiba!” Olivia exclaimed. The Spider stared at the young girl before him for several moments before recognition finally dawned.

“Russell,” he spat, dropping Minhdo back to the deck.

“I sure am,” Russell replied, training his phaser on the mastermind.

“He means me,” Olivia said.

“Oh…yeah, I guess he would, since he’s never met me and…”

“Sean!”

“Sorry.”

Olivia turned her attention back to the Spider. “I’ve been waiting for you,” she said unable to stop the grin from spreading across her face.

“How did you…”

“Know where you’d be? Come on, Chiba. It’s not like we haven’t met before. It wasn’t exactly hard to follow you once I spotted you. And there was no way you could have spotted me. Who’s going to pay attention to one little girl on a big station like this? You didn’t. None of you did. I was in line behind you at Dillon’s Supply Depot when you paid for your purchases. After I confirmed that you were on board, it was simply a matter of getting in touch with my cousin. Have you met my cousin? This is Sean Russell, Chief of Station Security.”

“Charmed,” the Spider said flatly.

“Yeah. Me too,” Russell said distractedly as he tapped his commbadge and called in his officers.

“Only one transport was scheduled to depart the station this evening, and I knew all of you would plan to be on it with your prize,” Olivia continued. “But let’s face it, Iemasa. You were the one who would walk away with it in the end. Somehow the box would get to you, and you would walk from here, down the corridor to the docking arm where the transport would be preparing to depart. All I had to do was wait for you. The only big beautiful stroke of luck was that the guest quarters opposite yours were unoccupied. I’ve been able to sit here the whole time and watch the show as you and the others were picked off one by one. Got to be kind of disappointing for you, huh? You go through all that trouble to seize control of Minhdo’s bots, and what do you have to show for it? Maybe my cousin can arrange for you to share a cell.”

Four of Russell’s security officers rounded the corner.

“One more to add to the pile,” Russell said, pointing at Chiba. The officers quickly took him into custody, slapping binders on his wrists before escorting him off down the hall. His angry glare did not waver from Olivia until he was out of sight.

Once Chiba was gone, Olivia dashed into his quarters with Russell close behind. Minhdo’s dart-bots were all stuck in the wall, humming frantically to free their embedded points. The box, meanwhile, lay on the table unharmed.

“So this is it,” Russell said, picking up the box and turning it over in his hands a few times. “Doesn’t look like much.”

“That’s because it’s a box,” Olivia said, snatching it away from him and setting it back down on the table. “But as for what’s inside…” Olivia slowly opened the lid revealing…

…a neon orange stuffed animal.

“What the hell is that?” Russell demanded.

“Kamarochi!”

“Who-a-what-a?”

“It’s Kamarochi!” Olivia repeated. Russell still looked clueless. “Kamarochi? From Ninexega Ultimate Battle Hero Arena?”

“I have no idea what you’re saying.”

“It’s the hottest kids’ show on the Federation Broadcasting Service! Even Klingon children risk dishonor every day by flipping from Krinokor to FBS to watch it.”

“That still doesn’t explain the toy.”

“Kamarochi is exceptionally rare! He’s only appeared on the show once, and this toy was limited to a production run of only 10 units for ultimate collectable value. Your Admiral Fonn was given one of those ten because he’s friends with the company CEO, and it’s sat in storage ever since. I don’t think he even knows what a Kamarochi is.”

“So? I didn’t either.”

“The point is, he’s not going to miss it. I gave you your five arrests, and now I’m going to pack up my Kamarochi and be on my way.” She slammed the box shut and grabbed it off of the table.

“It’s still his,” Russell said, stopping Olivia in her tracks as she headed toward the exit with the box clutched her arms.

“Not anymore.”

“I’m not going to let you take it.”

“We had a deal. I held up my end of it.”

“And holding up my end of it means I have to break the law. I’m not going to do that.”

“This isn’t about the law!” Olivia snapped angrily. “This is you wanting revenge, since I got away from you on Halydol.”

“Maybe, but you’re not getting away this time. That transport will not be allowed to leave with you on it.”

“Who says I’m taking the transport?” Olivia said, pulling a small comm unit out of her pocket. “Come in, Ozymandias.” No response. “Ozymandias, come in! Ozymandias! Beam me aboard! Now! Ozymandias!”

“They can’t hear you,” Russell said, grabbing her upper arm firmly with his right hand as he took the box away with his left. He flipped the box over and showed her the bottom. Stuck to it was a small thin disk about three centimeters in diameter. “I confiscated a few of these from a couple of Linarans last month. Once activated it produces a jamming signal for about ten minutes before it dissolves, leaving almost no trace behind that it was ever there. Cool gadget.”

“When…”

“Just now when I picked up the box. As for the disk, well I’ve had that with me ever since we stopped by my office to pick up supplies. I wasn’t sure if I’d get the chance to use it, but I thought it might be a good idea to bring along, just in case.”

He pulled Olivia over to the sofa and sat her down, taking her comm unit in the process. “Looks like I’m getting a bonus arrest.”

“Don’t be an idiot, Sean! You can’t throw a little girl in jail. You’ll lose your post. Hell, you’ll be lucky if you aren’t court- martialed and sent to a rehabilitation colony yourself. No one’s going to believe that I’m Olivia Russell. No one!”



“It’s her,” Dr. Amedon Nelson said, walking back into the examining room from her lab. “DNA samples match Olivia Russell exactly.”

“Damn DNA,” Olivia muttered, curling her knees up to her chest as she pouted on the biobed. Russell, who was standing by the bed guarding his prisoner, resisted the urge to stick his tongue out at her.

“Looks like you’ve had a busy day, Commander,” Captain Lisa Beck said appreciatively. Russell had specifically requested that she join them in the Infirmary to make sure there was no confusion about the true nature of this little girl should Olivia make good on her threats to accuse Russell of anything inappropriate. “Six arrests, the admiral’s property was recovered…”

“…and four security officers are filling my biobeds,” Nelson said.

“Captain, now that we’ve proved who she is, we need to deal with her ship,” Russell said urgently.

“Ship? What ship?”

“She was trying to call for beam out. We may have a cloaked ship sitting right outside.”

“Beck to Porter,” Beck said quickly.

“Go ahead, Captain,” Porter’s voice replied from Ops.

“Russell believes we may have a cloaked ship parked nearby. Any thoughts?”

“Tell him its too early in the evening to be drunk.”

“Craig.”

“Sorry, Captain. Let me put the shields up. If somebody’s parked too close, that will tip us off pretty darn quickly.”

Outside, Waystation’s shields flared to life, catching the edge of a heretofore invisible object, which flickered and wavered as its now-damaged cloak struggled to remain in place. Finally, after one last gasp, it failed, revealing a sleek silver, star yacht.

“That’s an affirmative on the illegal parking. Should I issue them a ticket?” Porter asked.

“Please do,” Beck said, casting a angry glare at Olivia.

The Ozymandias, knowing that its cover had been blown, started to move just as Porter attempted to latch onto it with Waystation’s tractor beams. The ship wasted no time in speeding away from the station, then leaping to warp.

“Crap!” Porter snapped. “They’re gone.”

“G-g-g-gone?” Olivia stammered.

“And to think that they’d leave such a fine, upstanding person like yourself behind,” Beck said. “Get her to the brig until we can figure out what to do with her.”

“Wait! The brig?” Olivia cried as Russell lifted her off the biobed. “But Chiba and the others are there. They’ll…”

“Don’t worry. I’ll give you a private cell. It’s the least I can do for family,” Russell said as he took her out of the Infirmary.

“I guess I should get back to Ops,” Beck said, looking over at Nelson. “Unless you feel like finally telling me whatever it is you’ve been dancing around for the last few weeks.”

“So much for letting me get to it in my own time, huh?” Nelson said.

“I tried that. You were taking too long.”

“I know. And really this shouldn’t be this hard. I mean, with the wedding and all coming up, you have to know what I’m about to say.”

“I think I do,” Beck said smiling. “And you don’t even have to ask. Of course, I’ll officiate the wedding.”

“Um…thanks. We thought you would…but that’s not it.”

“It’s not?”

“No. I mean with me getting married to Wuddle…you know that means I’m leaving, right?”

Beck was stunned silent for several moments. “Leaving?” she finally managed to choke out. Honestly, the thought hadn’t even crossed her mind, which was stupid, because it should have. It was obvious that she’d want to be with her new husband, and Wuddle didn’t exactly have the kind of job that could move to Waystation. “Of course I know you’re leaving,” Beck said, forcing the smile back onto her face. “You have a new life to start.”

“But it’s not like you won’t be seeing me anymore. Wuddle and I will be visiting often, and we expect you to come to Multos.”

“Absolutely,” Beck said.

“Okay. See, I don’t know why that was so hard for me. Thanks, Lisa.”

“Nothing to thank me for,” Beck replied warmly. “I’m just…happy for you.”

“I know. But still…thanks,” Nelson said.

“Anytime. Well, I’d better get back to Ops,” Beck said heading for the door. And get started on all of that “I Need A New Chief Medical Officer” paperwork, she added to herself.



Lieutenant Commander Russell strolled into the Security Office the next morning and once again found Lieutenant Mike Waits manning the main desk.

“Morning, sir,” Waits mumbled through his bandages. Despite the wonders of 24th century medicine, there was only so much that could be done when a face was hit with the force of a large Tellarite fist, but Dr. Nelson was sure the swelling would go down in another day or two.

“Everything quiet?”

“Except in the brig. They were yelling at each other all night…or at your cousin anyway.”

“There’s a shock,” Russell said. “I think I’ll duck in and say hello.”

“Okay, sir,” Waits said, turning his attention back to the newsfeed he was reading. He stopped and looked back up at Russell. “Oh, sir?”

“What, Waits?”

“Did you realize that five of those people we have in the brig now are the people I told you about yesterday morning? The ones with suspicious records?”

“Really?” Russell said. “Isn’t that a coincidence?”

“Don’t you think that shows that it would be a good idea to flag people accused of crimes as well as the ones who have been convicted of something?”

“No, I think it shows that if someone commits a crime on Waystation, we catch them,” Russell replied. “I’m still not going to start tracking everyone who comes on board.”

“Yes, sir,” Waits said glumly.

“But if you should happen to see something that looks like a potential problem, go ahead and let me know. Couldn’t hurt.”

“I’ll do that,” Waits said.

“Good. Now I’m going to go taunt my cousin.” Russell headed back to the brig area where yesterday’s captures all sat in a row of cells. None of them looked particularly pleased to see Russell, not that he expected them too. Olivia had an especially nasty scowl on her youthful face as he stepped up to her cell. “Morning!” Russell said brightly.

She responded with a rather unladylike middle finger.

“Rough night?” Russell asked innocently.

“You can’t hold me,” Olivia said. “The lawyers are going to have a field day with you. Putting a minor in the brig with these criminals.”

“We’ll see. But somehow I don’t think it counts if you’ve artificially turned yourself into a minor.”

“You just wait until my dad hears about this.”

“I already told him. He said that if he were here, he’d give you a spanking, then let me throw you into the worst rehabilitation colony I could find. I always did like Uncle George.”

“Daddy, too?” Olivia asked, her bottom lip trembling.

“Afraid so. Well, I’m going to get some breakfast. I’d invite you along, but…you seem to be detained. Bye!”

As he walked away, he heard Olivia let out a loud sob.

“D-d-d-daddy? WAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHH!”

Somehow, he just couldn’t feel that sorry for her.



“Ops to Morales,” Porter’s voice said over the comm system.

“Go ahead,” Commander Morales said, lowering his paint brush and taking a look at what he’d managed to produce so far on the canvas in front of him. The lines and arcs of color were more aggressive than he’d intended. Evidently fighting for his life last night was still having a wee bit of an effect on his overall mood.

“You’ve got a comm coming in from Earth.”

“Earth?” Morales asked. “Put it through.” He put his pallette and brush down on the table beside him and stepped over to the console on his desk. An instant later, his mother’s face appeared on the screen. “Mom!” Morales said surprised.

“Hi, dear,” Mrs. Anita Morales said, her eyes occasionally glancing over at something off to her left. “Do you have a minute?”

“Sure, Mom. Is something wrong?”

“Well…there are some Andorians here. They’re telling me I have to go to their embassy to fight someone named Sylvia Hodges. Isn’t Stephanie’s last name Hodges?”

“Yes. Sylvia is her mother.”

“Who I’m supposed to fight. Is everything okay between you two?”

“We’re fine. This is because of her brother and…it’s a long story. Could you just go and take a couple of play swings at each other, so this whole mess will go away? I’d really appreciate it.”

Anita Morales thought it over for a moment. “Hmmm…this could be good. I need to blow off a little steam. I’ve got this one little bastard in my class this year who…well, I’d just love to wring his little neck, but, since I can’t, maybe I’ll go wring this lady’s.”

“Thanks, Mom…I think.”

“What are mothers for?” Anita replied. “Love you, dear.”

“I love you, Mom. And try not to hurt her too badly.” Anita smiled and closed the channel.

Oh yeah. Steph’s mom was doomed.




Dress Rehearsal



“REEEEEEEOWWWWWWWERRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR.”

With an amused arch of her eyebrow, Captain Lisa Beck looked across the table at her dining companion. “You know, that’s usually supposed to happen before the meal. Not directly after,” she said to Dr. Amedon Nelson as the pair sat in the food court of Starfleet Square Mall, having just finished what Beck thought was an ample lunch. “Did you not get enough? I can grab you that new UltraMunch from Sandwich or What. Another 3,000 calories ought to hold you, don’t you think?”

“I’m not hungry,” Nelson snapped back just before her abdominal region emitted another long, low growl.

“Ooooookay. Is everything all right?”

“Fine. Just fine.”

“WOHHHHHAAAAAAAAWEEEEEEEEEEEEOOOOOOOO.”

“Come on, Amedon. It sounds like your symbiont has taken up the bagpipes in there. What’s going on?”

“It’s nothing,” Nelson said.

“Uh huh,” Beck replied with a smirk. “This nothing wouldn’t have anything to do with the fact that your parents are due any minute now, would it?”

“Condescending isn’t cute. You know that, right?”

“I just don’t see the big deal. It’s not like they haven’t been here before.”

“Yeah, but last time they weren’t meeting the man their daughter is marrying.”

“Okay. I can see there being a little bit of nerves there, but you and Wuddle have been together for a few years now. They already know all about him.” Beck saw the uncomfortable look on Nelson’s face. “They do know about him, don’t they?”

“Yes!” Nelson shot back.

“See. No problem then.”

“I told them last week.”

“Ohhhhh. Problem.”

“Just a little.”

“How’d they take it?”

“Um…they were…surprised.”

“You think?” Beck said. “Hi, Mom. Hi, Dad. Oh by the way, I’m getting married and running off to live on the groom’s planet. Did I mention he’s the head of their entire civilization? Bye now. I can’t imagine why any of that would surprise them.”

“You just wait until you get married, Beck. I’m going to be all over you,” Nelson scowled.

“All the more reason for me to never marry.”

“Oh, it will happen. And when it does, POW! I’ll be there. One false step. One wisp of hair out of place, and I will strike.”



“You use this bedside manner with all of your patients?”

“Oh thank the Great Bird,” Nelson said relieved, as she leaned back in her chair.

“What?” Beck asked confused.

Nelson pointed off over Beck’s shoulder. “The cavalry is here to rescue me.” Beck turned and saw Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell heading toward their table, tossing a padd casually from hand to hand as he approached.

“Hey, Captain. Doc,” Russell said by way of greeting. “Can I interrupt the girl talk for a second?”

“Nelson will probably kill you if you don’t,” Beck said. “What’s up?”

“I just need you to sign off on this,” Russell replied, putting the padd into Beck’s hands. “It’s my justification for having Olivia sent off to a rehabilitation colony.”

“Are they still giving you a hassle about this?” Beck asked.

“Yeah. They still say she should go to a juvenile facility.”

“But she’s in her 30s.”

“And in the body of a ten-year-old,” Russell said.

Beck sighed. “I’m this close to telling you to just release her. No one should have to spend a month in our brig.”

“I could have her assigned quarters,” Russell said. “But then we’d need to assign an around-the-clock guard detail.”

“No. Let’s skip that,” Beck said, signing the padd. “If they give you any more trouble, I want to talk to them myself.”

“Thanks, Captain. See ya, Doc.” Russell shot Nelson a wink, then strolled off down the concourse.

“Ever since he caught that gang of thieves, he’s been insufferable,” Nelson said.

“They weren’t a gang,” Beck said. “And it was a major bust.”

“What was? His cousin gives him a bunch of information, he uses it, then arrests her as well. He brought in a ten-year-old girl. Big deal.”

“She was a grown woman in a ten-year-old’s body.”

“I don’t care!” Nelson shouted.

“You’d be more convincing if you weren’t screaming at me,” Beck said as Nelson huffed on the other side of the table.

“Sorry,” Nelson said, calming down. “It’s just…”

“Parents?”

“Yeah. And Wuddle. Here. Together. Would you be mad if I stole a runabout for a couple of days?”

“It will be fine,” Beck said. “Your parents are good people. Wuddle’s a good person. They’re going to get along great.”

“Morales to Doctor Nelson,” Nelson’s commbadge announced suddenly. Nelson’s eyes widened in alarm, but she didn’t respond. “Morales to Doctor Nelson,” Commander Walter Morales’s voice repeated again.

“You going to answer that?” Beck asked, amused. Nelson shook her head emphatically.

Beck reached across the table and smacked the doctor’s commbadge. “Doctor Nelson is being a big baby at the moment, Commander. What do you need?”

“Her parents’ transport is arriving at Docking Arm Four. And Frequoq Wuddle will be here within the hour. I thought she’d want to know.”

“Not so much, but I’ll pass it along anyway. Beck out.” She slapped Nelson’s chest again, closing the channel. “You going to go meet them willingly, or am I going to have to have security escort you down there?”

“I’m going,” Nelson said. “But would you meet Wuddle when he gets here?”

“You don’t want to do it?”

“Not with my parents in tow. I’m not going to do that to him the second he arrives on the station. I told him we’d meet for dinner.”

“In a safe public place.”

“Exactly. And he wanted to talk to you about something anyway. Hopefully you two will be done being all leader-y and stuff by the time he has to meet us.”

“Fine. I’ll babysit,” Beck said. “Say hi to your mom and dad for me.”

“I will.”

“That means you have to get up and go see them,” Beck said.

“All right,” Nelson groused, pulling herself up from her chair. “I’m going. I’m going.”

“Bye, Amedon.”

“Yeah yeah,” Nelson replied, trudging off to face the inevitable interrogation to come.



“So where is he?” Harriet Nelson demanded as she looked up and down the corridor outside the airlock leading from Docking Arm Four.

“He’s not here, Mother,” Dr. Nelson said, wrapping her arms around Harriet and giving her a tight hug. Midon picked that moment to shift positions, causing Harriet to flinch reflexively.

You did that on purpose, Nelson thought.

Prove it, Midon thought back.

I don’t have to. Our thoughts are one.

Damn. Forgot that part.

Yeah, sure you did.

“Come here to Daddy,” Oswald Nelson said, opening his arms wide for his daughter. Nelson embraced the bear of a man and realized in that moment that she was actually happy to see her folks. “Now seriously,” Oswald said. “Where is he?”

Of course, she’d be happy when they left, too.

“Wuddle hasn’t gotten here yet,” Nelson explained. “And when he does, the first thing he has to do is meet with Captain Beck.”

“That tops seeing the woman he’s marrying?” Harriet asked.

“Now now, dear,” Oswald said. “They’ll have plenty of time together for the rest of their lives. These Multeks do marry for life, don’t they?”

“Yes,” Nelson said. “Of course, they only live for five years before they enter a cocoon and hibernate until they transform into a winged lizard. I’m not sure if we’re still married at that point.” Nelson stopped and reveled in the shocked expressions on her parents’ faces for a few moments. “Kidding,” she said finally.

“Don’t do that!” Oswald said chuckling. “You’re going to give your mother a heart attack!”

“Me?” Harriet said, slapping her husband playfully on the arm. “I saw that look on your face. You were picturing scaly grandkids.”

Nelson froze. Grandkids? They weren’t really going to bring that subject up already were they?

“You want to see your quarters?” she asked quickly, snatching the travel case from her father. “Right this way.” As Nelson shot off down the corridor, Oswald and Harriet exchanged a quick glance, shrugged, then followed their daughter.



“The Wuddle Wuv Express is now arriving in Docking Bay Five,” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter’s voice announced over Captain Beck’s commbadge as she stood in the aforementioned Docking Bay Five watching Wuddle’s private vessel touch down on the deck.

“How much did you have to pay Commander Morales for him to let you do that?” Beck asked, stifling a laugh.

“Actually it was his idea. He just didn’t have the guts to do it himself,” Porter replied.

“Morales’s idea, huh? Further proof that I need to watch out for that guy.”

“It’s always the quiet ones.”

“We’ll see what Steph has to say on the subject.”

“Captain!” Morales’s voice interjected.

“Relax, Walter. Steph only tells me what she wants to…which is everything. You two behave up there. Beck out.” She slapped her commbadge, closing the channel, then gave her uniform a quick, straightening tug as the hatch of Wuddle’s ship slid open revealing the Multek Frequoq.

“Captain Beck!” Wuddle said warmly.

“Come on, Wuddle. We’ve known each other long enough that I think calling me ‘Lisa’ is in order.”

“All right…Lisa. I’m still Wuddle, though.”

“Handy thing about those one word names.”

“Yes…I suppose. Although, it’s become a little confusing as our population has grown and expanded. Do you have any idea how many parents have named their babies Wuddle in the years since I became Frequoq? There are going to be two or three in every classroom!”

“The burdens of fame,” Beck said with a smile.

“Well…it is flattering. But I’m sure many children have been named after you.”

“Oh there are lots of girls named Lisa out there, but I’m pretty sure that not a single one is named after yours truly.”

“I could change that, if you’d like. I’m sure there are many parents-to-be in the Enclave that would love to name their child after the woman who saved us from the Collectors and opened us up to the rest of the galaxy.”

“Er…thanks, but no,” Beck said uncomfortably.

“You’re sure? It would not be a problem.”

“Really. No. Amedon said you wanted to talk to me about something?” she said, quickly changing the subject.

“Yes, I did. I do. You know that our Grand Opening Celebration is coming up soon.”

“It’s on my calendar, particularly since I have a wedding to officiate that day,” Beck replied.

“It is nicely symbolic, don’t you think? The Multek Enclave opens its worlds to the rest of the galaxy on the same day that the Frequoq marries an alien.”

“I wouldn’t phrase it to Amedon in quite that way.”

Wuddle thought about it for a moment, then smiled. “No, I suppose not.”

“Back to the Grand Opening.”

“Right,” Wuddle said. “This will be the first time that we’ve catered to the vacation needs of non-Multeks. The help your crew gave us several months ago has been invaluable, but still we’d feel more comfortable if we were able to…test ourselves before the Grand Opening.”

“Makes sense,” Beck said.

“So you’ll help us?”

“Um…what do you want me to do?”

“Try Multos! Take my ship.”

“Wait. You mean now?”

“Yes! You’re expected. Actually you and three others. It wouldn’t be very relaxing for you if you had to try everything we have planned by yourself.”

“Okay. Let me make sure I’ve got this. In order to help you, you need me to take a vacation.”

“It’s just for one night, I’m afraid. We still have much to do, but yes, that’s what we need. Will you help us?”

“I think I can swing it. Let me check with my staff and see who’s free this evening. I get the feeling they’ll be more than happy to lend a hand.”

“I do appreciate it, Captain…Lisa. It will be a big night for both of us. You get to see Multos, and I get to meet the parents of the woman I love.”

“Yep. Big night,” Beck said, unable to shake the feeling that she was getting the far better end of this deal.



By the time Beck had led Wuddle up to Ops, she knew exactly who would be taking this little excursion with her. Normally, Steph Hodges and by extension, Walter Morales, would be high on her list, but she couldn’t exactly have the captain and first officer of the station waltz off on an all-expenses-paid vacation while the rest of the command staff stayed behind to grouse about things. Also, Steph didn’t have all that much experience with the Multeks. She’d just have to stay on the station to keep her boyfriend company while Beck and the others went off to enjoy themselves.

“Good afternoon, Frequoq Wuddle,” Commander Morales said stepping over to shake Wuddle’s hand after the Multek Frequoq and Beck exited the turbolift into Ops.

“Commander,” Wuddle said with a nod. “I hope you are well.”

“Very well, thank you,” Morales said. “I guess you’re getting close to the big day.”

“That we are. It just won’t be the same without you there to chauffeur us off on our honeymoon, though,” Wuddle said with a smile.

“Oh no. I am done with taking you and Doctor Nelson anywhere. Every time I do, I end up in trouble.”

“Actually, I think it’s all Nelson’s fault,” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter said walking over with Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell in tow. “You’d better watch yourself, Wuddle. She’s dangerous.”

“I’ll take that risk.”

“Lighten up, fellas. You’d think the man was marrying a quantum torpedo,” Beck said.

“We’re just making sure he’s prepared,” Porter said.

“Well, stop it and go pack,” she said.

“Pack?” Porter asked confused.

“You too, Russell. And find Jones. We’ve got plans for the evening.”

“We do?” Russell asked.

“Wuddle?” Beck said, gesturing for him to take the floor.

“We would like you to be our guests on Multos”

“They need us to test out their facilities before they open the planet to off-world visitors,” Beck explained.

“I was just going to go to The Gravity Well and get drunk tonight to celebrate getting Olivia out of my hair, but this sounds even better,” Russell said.

“So the rehab board finally listened to you?” Beck said.

“No, they listened to you. Evidently, your name carries some weight with them. Well, President Dillon and Admiral Fonn’s names have weight, but they know you know them. In any case, she’s on the next transport to Earth, and I don’t have to listen to her whining at me every single day. Thank you for your help, Captain. I really mean that. I can’t thank you enough.”

“Next thing you know people are going to start naming their kids after you,” Porter said.

“Don’t even start that,” Beck snapped.

“She’s so modest,” Porter said.

“Move it!” Beck said. Porter and Russell mock-saluted, then rushed into the turbolift to get their gear.

“Sorry, Commander,” Beck said to Morales once Porter and Russell were gone. “Somebody’s got to be in charge here while we’re gone…somebody other than Admiral Fonn anyway.”

“I understand,” Morales said. “You go have fun.”

“I’m planning on it,” Beck replied. “You’re welcome to stay here with Commander Morales until your dinner with the Nelson’s,” Beck added to Wuddle. “Unless you’d rather meet the parents early.”

“Amedon was very firm in her instructions,” Wuddle said. “I should probably follow them.”

“I would,” Morales said.

“Enjoy your trip, Captain,” Wuddle said. “My assistant, Faddle, will meet you at my office and see to your accommodations for your visit. Thank you for doing this for us.”

“We’re happy to do it. And just let Commander Morales know if you have any problems.”

“I’ll be with Amedon. What problems could I possibly have?” Wuddle asked.

“You’re a sweet guy. You know that?” Beck said, patting Wuddle on the arm before she entered the turbolift and ordered it to take her to the lower saucer.

“Did I miss something there?” Wuddle asked Morales once Beck was gone.

“Well…in human and many other cultures, meeting the parents of your significant other for the first time can be…stressful,” Morales said. Which is exactly why he had no interest in meeting Stephanie Hodges’ parents anytime soon. Meeting her brother was stressful enough.

“Why?” Wuddle asked. “I am not marrying them.”

“You just keep telling yourself that,” Morales muttered.

“Excuse me?” Wuddle said.

“Never mind. It’s not important.”

“Oh.” He was silent for a few moments. “Could I fire the station phasers?”

“Um…yeah sure. Why not.”



“Does this feel a little weird to anyone else?” Russell asked as Porter steered Wuddle’s yacht toward the Frequoq’s private docking bay at the top of the Multek Central Administration Building. The capital city of the Multek Enclave stretched out before them looking much as it had before except…

“Did they add more roller coasters?” Porter asked.

“I think so,” Captain Beck replied. “I don’t remember that thing with the loops running along the south end of the city.”

In the seat behind Beck, Yeoman Tina Jones was practically giddy. “I can’t wait to see this place!” she exclaimed, bobbing up and down in her seat. “This is going to be SOOOO much fun!”

“Um…yeah,” Beck said unable to come anywhere near Jones’s enthusiasm. Sure she was looking forward to relaxing as much as the next person, but Jones obviously needed to get off of the station more.

“Sorry, Captain,” Jones said. “It’s been a loooong semester.”

“Those Academy classes can wear you down,” Russell said.

“I know!” Jones replied. “I don’t know how you got through them!” Her eyes widened in horror as she realized what she’d just said. “I mean, not you specifically. Anyone. Because they’re hard. But you can do them. Because you did. I mean…because you’re here.”

“Don’t worry about it, Tina,” Porter said. “I don’t know how Sean got through them either. Oh wait. Yes I do. I got him through them.”

“No you didn’t!” Russell snapped.

“Uh huh,” Porter said, starting the landing sequence.

“Well you didn’t!”

“Sure.”

“Are we there yet?” Beck groaned.

The yacht softly touched down in the docking bay, and immediately the open roof of the building began to shut, enclosing the vessel in a large chamber painted in a variety of pastels.

“I see Wuddle didn’t change the decor,” Beck muttered, looking out the ship’s viewport. She’d been in this docking several years earlier under very different circumstances. The previous Frequoq ended up taking her prisoner and trying to ship her off to have her mind wiped at a Recovery Ranch before Russell mounted a rescue with Wuddle’s help. “All right,” she said, standing up. “We’re here to relax, but we’re also here as representatives of Starfleet and the Federation.”

“So we have to be brave, thoughtful, courteous, hygienic, and all that other stuff,” Porter said.

“Exactly. Let’s see what they have to offer and try to give them the most constructive criticism possible. Because after us, they get real tourists, and we all know what they’re like.”

“My soap isn’t foamy enough!” Porter whined.

“Give me more towels!” Russell demanded.

“Do you have any onions that are less oniony!” Jones cried.

“Er…yeah. You know.”

The group stepped out of the yacht and quickly spotted a very sharply dressed Multek striding in their direction. “Welcome to Multos,” he said, addressing the quartet of Starfleet Officers. “My name is Faddle, and I will do everything in my power to make your stay with us as pleasant as possible.”

“Lisa Beck,” Beck said, stepping forward and shaking Faddle’s hand. “This is Tina Jones, Sean Russell, and Craig Porter. We’re happy to accept the invitation.”

Faddle’s eyes widened slightly upon hearing Beck’s name, and he let out a little gasp. He quickly recovered himself. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I knew you would be coming, but still…meeting you in person. You’re a hero to our people, Captain.”

“I’m starting to figure that out,” Beck muttered.

“Please follow me,” Faddle said to the group. “Others are waiting to take you on your excursions.” He quickly spun on his heel and headed off toward a door at the side of the docking bay. As the human officers followed, Porter slid up beside Beck.

“When are they unveiling the statues?” he asked.

“Don’t give them any ideas,” Beck shot back.

“Come on, Captain. After all you’ve done for them, isn’t it nice to get a little bit of recognition?”

“I didn’t do anything. Starfleet offered assistance to the Multeks. I was doing my job.”

“This is really making you uncomfortable, isn’t it?” Porter said seriously.

“Yes! What is it with people trying to worship me this year?”

“If it’s any consolation, we don’t worship you.”

“And you’re the ones who should,” Beck said unable to stop a grin.

“Just relax. I’m sure it will pass once the Multeks adjust to their new standing in the galaxy.”

“I hope so because if I see one statue, I’m launching the torpedoes myself.”

Faddle led the group to Frequoq Wuddle’s office, where they were able to get a better look at the city skyline out off the office’s floor-to-ceiling picture windows. Across the office complex, a tram exited the upper floors of a building then plummeted down a rapidly-dropping track only to smooth out at the bottom before the track turned sharply and curved around the building taking the tram out of view.

“What was that?” Jones asked in shock.

“That is a Quickie Travel Tram,” Faddle replied. “We’ve increased the number and frequency of the trams running in anticipation of the influx of visitors to the Enclave.”

“So that’s…mass transit?”

“Yes it is,” Faddle said, stepping over and pressing a control on Frequoq Wuddle’s desk. A moment later, four other Multeks filed into the room. “We have four different areas of the city that we would like your opinions concerning,” Faddle said. “I suppose it would be best just to list them and allow you to decide among yourselves where each person would like to go.”

“Wait. We’re splitting up?” Russell said.

“What’s the big deal?” Porter said.

“I just…I thought we’d be hanging out together.”

“Don’t worry. I’m sure the Multeks won’t let you get lonely,” Beck said before turning to Faddle. “What are our choices?”

“First, we’ve expanded the offerings of the Mudelonya Spa…”

“Mine!” Beck said, shooting her hand up.

“I did not finish my explanation.”

“Doesn’t matter. You said spa. I’ll take it.”

“Very well. Next, we are aware that some people enjoy activities outside of settled areas, so we have prepared an outdoors excursion to a forested region of the planet.”

“I think that’s yours, Craig,” Russell said. “You’re camping guy.”

“Nice of you to let Tina have a say in this,” Porter said.

“That’s okay,” Jones said. “I didn’t come here to rough it.”

“Okay then. I’ll hit the woods,” Porter said.

“Good. Next, we have spent a great deal of effort on creating an area of the city to serve as an entertainment district for visitors. Granted, most of the city…and the planet really, is entertaining, but this is more focused on providing fun to off-worlders.”

“Ooooh! I wanna go!” Jones said as Russell started to raise his hand. “Oh…did you want this one, Sean?”

“No. That’s okay. You go. I’ll take what’s left.” He focused on Faddle. “What’s left?”

“The Hotel Xenocacian.”

“Is that even a word?”

“It’s the name. We felt it sounded both sophisticated and welcoming to non-Multeks.”

“Right. So what else will I be doing?”

“I do not understand,” Faddle said.

“I’m staying at this hotel. What else?”

“You are staying at the hotel…and experiencing its hospitality.”

“Great,” Russell said, forcing a smile. “Sounds like a blast.”

“I’m sure it will be very enjoyable,” Beck said, a hint of warning in her voice.

“Absolutely,” Russell said quickly. “Lead me to it.”

“That’s the spirit,” Beck said. “I think we’re ready, Faddle.”

“Very good,” Faddle said. “Again, I sincerely hope that you all have a wonderful time.”

“We’re definitely going to try,” Porter replied as the group was led out of the office.



Earthly Eats wasn’t exactly the fanciest restaurant on Waystation, but Dr. Nelson felt that perhaps a casual atmosphere would be better for the first meeting between her parents and her fiance. She wanted everyone to be relaxed, herself most of all…not that there was much of a chance of that happening.

“Can you make a burger out of clam?” her father asked confused as he perused the menu selections.

“I’m sure the Bolians will find a way. They are a determined bunch, don’t you think, Amedon?” Harriet Nelson said.

“Hmmmm?” Nelson said, distractedly watching the restaurant entrance.

“I said Bolians are determined.”

“Determined to misinterpret everything they come across.”

“Be nice, dear.”

“Why?” Nelson said, turning on her mother. “They’ve got some bizarre obsession with Earth, like their planet never developed a culture of its own or something. Then they insist on trying to emulate Earth culture and end up creating things like clamburgers and moo goo rye flan!”

“Woah,” Oswald Nelson said suddenly, looking toward the door. “Is that him?”

Nelson whirled back around and saw that Wuddle had indeed just stepped into the restaurant. He spotted Nelson and smiled, giving her a little wave.

“That’s him,” Nelson said proudly, getting up to meet Wuddle.

“He IS pale.”

“Oswald!” Harriet said. “This is the man our daughter plans to marry. We need to be supportive!”

“What? The man is pale. There’s nothing wrong with that. I was just observing.”

Nelson returned to the table with Wuddle at that moment. Oswald got up from his seat to greet the newcomer. “Mom. Dad,” Nelson said. “This is Wuddle.”

“Mister and Mrs. Nelson,” Wuddle said with a nod of his head.

“Nice to meet you, Wuddle,” Oswald said, giving the Multek a firm handshake.

“Yes, it is,” Harriet added, smiling warmly. “I just wish we could have met sooner to give us time to get to know you better before the wedding.”

“I agree,” Wuddle said. “It is unfortunate that you were unable to visit Waystation before now, but I understand that your work must keep you busy.”

“Not that busy,” Oswald said, drawing a glare from his daughter. “Actually, Amedon tells us that you’re in the planetary administration business, too.”

“Dad, he’s the ruler of the Multek Enclave,” Nelson said. “He leads an entire civilization.”

“A bureaucracy is a bureaucracy. Right, Wuddle?” Oswald said.

“That it is,” Wuddle replied. “Do you run your world?”

“No no. I’m Colony Clerk, which means I sit in meetings all day while my subordinates do all the work.”

“That sounds very much like my days,” Wuddle said with a slight sigh. “There are times I miss being more active in events. I was a captain once.”

“Military?” Harriet asked.

“Cruise liner. It was a great honor, but after I learned of the existence of other beings in the universe, I was transferred to the military.”

“And then you were elected leader of your people. Fantastic,” Harriet said.

“Elected?” Wuddle said. “No. Not really. After our previous Frequoq was sent to a Recovery Ranch, I was the only one who wanted the job.”

“No one wanted to be leader?” Oswald said surprised.

“It is a great responsibility, and many Multeks would much rather enjoy the pleasures of our world.”

“You’ll understand when you get there,” Nelson said.

“Oh yes. I’m looking forward to showing it to you,” Wuddle said. “Once we’re open for business, of course.”

“No sneak peak for the future-in-laws?” Oswald asked conspiratorially.

“Wuddle won’t even show it to me,” Nelson said. “No one’s allowed on Multos until the Grand Opening.”

Wuddle nodded. “That is true…except for Captain Beck and her guests who are there now.”

“Now?” Nelson exclaimed. “Beck is there now! You never told me that!”

“I told you that I needed to speak with her. This is why. She and other members of your crew our testing our facilities for us.”

“I could have tested them,” Nelson protested.

“But then we could not have this dinner with your parents. Your captain’s visit to Multos does not affect this at all.”

“I know. But still, you should have told me everything sooner.”

Oswald snorted.

“You’re not exactly known for being forthcoming yourself, dear,” Harriet said to her daughter.

“Mom…” Nelson warned, but it was too late. Harriet was already focused on Wuddle.

“To be perfectly honest, Wuddle, Amedon here didn’t even tell us she was seeing you, much less marrying you until three weeks ago.”

“She never…mentioned me?” Wuddle asked confused.

“Not a peep,” Oswald said. “But then that’s our Amedon. Everything’s on a need-to-know basis with her.”

“But…we have been together for three years. Surely in all that time…”

“No,” Harriet said. “But don’t take it personally. As Oswald said, that’s just how she is. We didn’t find out about her symbiont until we had to take to the hospital for withdrawal from whatever that drug is that keeps her joined.”

“It’s Unlogi,” Nelson snapped. “And YOU took it away from me.”

“You never told us why you needed it. What were we supposed to think? And then to have to have a doctor tell us that our daughter is now a joined being…”

“I didn’t find out until the Collectors captured us and removed it,” Wuddle said.

“You were captured!” Oswald cried.

“The symbiont’s gone!” Harriet exclaimed.

“Yes, and it’s back now,” Nelson said, crossing her arms over her chest and slumping lower in her seat.

“I had no idea such things as joined beings even existed,” Wuddle said.

“It must have been quite a shock,” Harriet said, patting Wuddle’s hand sympathetically.

“It was. To have the woman you love become someone different.”

“We understand completely,” Oswald said. “Only backwards, I guess, since you only knew her with the symbiont. As a little girl, she was different.”

“I would like to hear about her childhood,” Wuddle said, leaning forward.

“Well, first of all, you’ve never met anyone more obsessed with the color pink…”

Nelson inwardly groaned. This would have been less painful if her folks had just hated Wuddle like normal parents. But no, they’d bonded and moved straight into the embarrassing childhood stories.

Let it end!



Beck’s escort left her in the lobby of the Mudelonya Spa, not that Beck really needed to be guided around after that. The spa’s staff was more than happy to take over seeing to Beck’s every need. There seemed to be a veritable army of employees all there to wait on her. Heaven.

Before much time had passed, Beck was seated on the softest fainting couch she had ever encountered, dressed in a luxurious bathrobe as she waited for the real relaxation to begin. Granted, the glass of wine she had been handed was a good start. Normally, she wasn’t much of a wine drinker, and when she did partake, she preferred a nice, full-bodied red wine. This particular vintage was teal. Still, it wasn’t bad. Not bad at all. And the bowl of strawberry-esque yellow fruits resting on the table by the couch were the perfect accompaniment.

The serenity was interrupted by the arrival of one of the spa employees. Actually, interrupted was something of a harsh word for it. The Multek woman entered the candle-lit chamber so quietly that Beck almost didn’t hear her step into the room.

“Pardon me, Miss Beck, but it’s time for your massage,” she said.

“I think that’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me,” Beck said, grinning lazily. “Where do we need to go?”

Before the masseuse could respond, the door opened again, admitting another Multek woman. “Excuse me, Miss Beck. Your mud bath is ready.” The new arrival suddenly realized that someone else was with Beck. “What are you doing here?”

“It’s time for her massage.”

“No, it’s time for her mud bath.”

“I want her.”

“She’s mine!”

“Um…ladies?” Beck said as the two Multeks turned on each other.

The women ignored Beck as their argument about who was going to get their hands on Beck first escalated. Beck reflexively tightened the robe around her body. At the moment, she didn’t really want either of them to lay a hand on her.

Fortunately, they resolved the problem by laying their hands on each other…

…or their fists anyway.



After what seemed like an eternity of riding in the back of a well-appointed hoverlimo, Porter and his escort, a Multek named Jindal, arrived at their destination. At least Porter assumed it was their destination. With these damned tinted windows, who could tell? Jindal had spent most of the drive prying Porter with questions about the galaxy outside of the Enclave. The man seemed both astounded and frightened by the concept, a reaction Porter imagined was fairly common throughout the Enclave. When Earth first encountered the Vulcans centuries earlier, it sent shockwaves through the planet’s citizens, but a significant portion of humans at least already believed in the possibility of alien life. Besides, considering the state of the Earth at the time, humanity was more than happy for the assistance. The Multeks on the other hand, outside of a few highly placed officials, were completely broadsided by the news of alien life.

Jindal pushed his interest in the rest of the universe aside and opened the hoverlimo door, allowing Porter to step outside ahead of him. The hoverlimo was on a narrow road surrounded on both sides by tall verdant trees towering above them. The chauffeur stepped out of the front of the vehicle, opened the trunk, and unloaded their two backpacks of gear as Porter and Jindal headed over to the well-marked trail off to the left of the road.

“What do you think?” Jindal asked eagerly.

“Nice,” Porter said, nodding his head appreciatively. “Are we hiking anywhere in particular?”

Jindal looked at him confused. “On the trail,” he replied, pointing at the incredibly-obvious path in front of them.

“I mean, where does the trail go? What are we going to see?”

“Oh! The forest.”

“Ah. Gotcha,” Porter said, retrieving his backpack as the limo driver returned to his vehicle and sped away. “You can call him back in case of an emergency, right?”

“An emergency? What could happen here?” Jindal asked.

“I don’t know. You tell me. Any dangerous animals around?”

Jindal laughed. “No. This is perfectly safe.”

“That’s what they all say,” Porter muttered as he and Jindal set off down the trail.



“I hate to gush, but this is really exciting for me,” Yeoman Jones’s escort, Kekkie, said from her seat beside Jones on the Quickie Travel Tram they were taking across the capital city. “I’ve never gotten to be the guide for anyone so…prestigious.”

“Prestigious? Me?” Jones said. “No no. I’m nobody.”

“You are from the space station that saved our planet. You were chosen by Captain Beck herself to come here to us. You are definitely NOT nobody,” Kekkie replied, unable to hide the awe in her voice.

“Er…so what are we doing first?” Jones asked, changing the subject. She’d noticed how uneasy Captain Beck had been with the way Faddle had treated her. Now she understood why. This being revered stuff was just strange.

“I thought we’d get something to eat…if that’s all right.”

“Sounds great,” Jones said just before the Quickie Travel Tram dove down another steep hill, eliciting elated cheers of delight from the passengers, then slid to a halt at a station. Kekkie gave Jones’s sleeve a slight tug, then rose from her seat as Jones did the same. Kekkie led Jones off to the train, through the station, then out onto a bustling street lined with shops, restaurants, bars, and nightclubs all packed with people as their bright and colorful signs beckoned for new customers to enter.

“Wow! This looks great!” Jones said excitedly, unable to stop herself from jumping up and down a little bit. “I want to see it all!”

“All of it?” Kekkie asked.

“All of it!” Jones said firmly. “Let’s paint the town.”

“Er…”

“It’s an old Earth saying. Just forget it. Let’s have some fun!” Jones grabbed Kekkie by the arm and practically dragged her into the nearest restaurant.



“You will be staying in the Frequoqian Suite,” the desk clerk at the Hotel Xenocacian said, thoroughly annunciating each word as he spoke to the human on the other side of the counter.

“Sounds spiffy,” Lieutenant Commander Russell said, unable to get up any real enthusiasm as his attention wandered around the hotel lobby. Marble. Leather-looking chairs. Big plants. Boring music playing. This place would give the Starfleet Suites Hotel a real run for its credits in the Stuffy and Pretentious Derby.

“Tippem will show you to your suite. Do enjoy your stay with us.”

“Is that an order?” Russell asked.

“My apologies, Mister Russell. I did not mean to offend.”

“I’m joking with you,” Russell said, not that it had been much of a joke. No need to torture the guy, though. He was just doing his job. It wasn’t his fault that Russell had been shuttled off to the Hotel Catatonia.

Before Russell could step away from the counter, a bellboy in a crisply pressed uniform was at his side. “Mister Tippem, I presume,” Russell said.

“Yes, sir, Mister Russell, sir,” Tippem said with a bow of his head. He reached for the travel case in Russell’s hand. “Please allow me to take that for you.”

“It’s all yours,” Russell said, handing the case to the Multek, who then gestured for Russell to follow him to the elevator. They rode up to the top level of the hotel in silence, Tippem staring blankly at the front of the elevator all the while. After arriving at their floor, the pair walked down an elegantly patterned carpet to a door at the end of the hallway, which Tippem opened for Russell. “Your suite, sir.”

“Thanks,” Russell muttered, stepping past Tippem into the room.

He almost fell over as his eyes took in the place. It was huge! Gigantic even! This wasn’t a hotel room. It was a mansion! The ceiling alone had to be fifteen feet high. In the center of the room was a flowing fountain. His room had a fountain! Off to the left was a large living area dominated by a holovision screen bigger even than the viewscreen in Ops on Waystation.

“Your bedroom is through the double doors to the left, and the game room is through the doors beyond the dining room,” Tippem said.

“There’s a dining room?”

“Right through there, sir,” Tippem said, pointing off to the right. “Will these accommodations be satisfactory?”

“They’ll be fine,” Russell said grinning.

“Is there anything else?”

“No. Wait. Yes. Does this place have room service?”

“Of course, sir. The Hotel Xenocacian offers a wide variety of in-room meals and services.”

“What kinds of services?”

“All kinds of services.”

Russell’s grin grew a bit wider. “Oh yeah. This will be just fine.”



Dinner did eventually end, much to Nelson’s relief; although, before it did, her parents managed to get through just about every humiliating event from her childhood…well, part of her childhood anyway. Fortunately, they were not privy to stories from Midon’s childhood, not that there were many to tell. Wuddle seemed to enjoy each and every moment of it, though, and said as much as he and Nelson returned to her quarters after saying good night to her parents.

“Well, that was fun.”

“For you maybe,” Nelson grumbled.

“You didn’t have a good time?” Wuddle asked.

“Sure. I love being the object of ridicule for an entire evening.”

“I didn’t sense any ridicule. Your parents love you very much. It would have been nice, however, to hear some of these stories from you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Only that you’re very secretive.”

“I am not!”

“Then why didn’t your parents know about me three years ago?” Wuddle demanded.

“It was personal. I didn’t want to discuss it with them.”

“Many things must be personal to you.”

“And again I say, what the hell is that supposed to mean?” Nelson snapped.

“And again, let me repeat, you’re secretive. You don’t share important things about yourself, even with those who are supposedly close to you. Forget for a moment that it took you weeks to even get up the nerve to tell Captain Beck that you were moving to Multos with me, you couldn’t tell me or your own parents about your symbiont!”

“You know now!”

“But how much else are you hiding from me? We’re getting married, Amedon. We are supposed to tell each other everything, but I’m sitting here wondering when the next balloon is going to pop.”

“You don’t trust me?” Nelson said angrily.

“How can I?” Wuddle shot back. “And what about you? You obviously don’t trust anyone. Not me. Not your parents. You act like you’re all alone.”

“Well it sure as hell feels like it!” Nelson cried, storming into her bedroom and closing the door behind her.

“Amedon!” Wuddle shouted after her, giving chase and slamming straight into the locked door. “Amedon!”



Beck was starting to wish that she was wearing a bit more than a bathrobe at the moment, especially since it was looking more and more like she was going to have to step in and break up the fight between the two Multek women currently rolling around on the floor in front of her.

Before she was forced to act, though, Beck was relieved to see another Multek woman step into the room. She immediately spotted her colleagues fighting and looked to Beck in alarm. “What is happening here?” she demanded.

“Some kind of scheduling mix-up, I guess. Help me get them apart,” Beck said, reaching for the closest Multek combatant as the new arrival grabbed hold of the other.

“Let me go!” the Multek masseuse cried. “I must have the human on my table!”

“No!” the Multek mistress of the mud bath shot back. “She will be submerged immediately in my mud!”

“Can you settle this?” Beck asked the third Multek.

“Of course, Miss Beck.” She addressed her colleagues. “You’re both wrong. It’s manicure time!”

“No!”

“No!”

“What?” Beck exclaimed as all three Multeks turned on her.

“Massage!”

“Mud!”

“Manicure!”

“Maniacs!” Beck said, running for the door as the Multeks grabbed for her and barely escaping the room with her robe still on her back. Rushing down the corridor and around a corner, she almost ran headlong into another Multek.

“Are you ready for your facial?” the Multek woman asked.

“I’ll get back to you,” Beck replied, racing off again.

“Wait! It’s facial time!”

“Massage time!”

“Mud time!”

“Manicure time!”

Beck ran faster.



“So what kinds of wildlife should I be looking for?” Porter asked as he and Jindal made their way along the winding trail through the forest. Up until this point, he hadn’t seen much beyond a few birds and a couple of things baring a vague resemblance to green squirrels.

“What kind do you want to see?” Jindal asked.

“Um…I don’t know really. I don’t know what you have on Multos. I know you said the fauna we ran into would be safe and all, but I thought that we might…you know…actually run into some fauna.”

“Multos has a great deal of animal life, but much of it lives in the larger expanses of forest and jungle in our Western Hemisphere.”

“Does anything live around here?”

“We have lots of nerrins,” Jindal replied, pointing at one of the green squirrely things running by.

“Anything…bigger?”

“Not here.”

“Ah. Okay,” Porter said. So much for animal watching. No fauna. No waterfalls. No interesting topography. This hike was about trees. Lots of trees.

“The sun is setting. We should proceed to our campsite for the night,” Jindal said.

“We have a campsite?”

“Yes. The clearing is equipped with multi-species compatible facilities, and an eterna-flame campfire. I believe you will be comfortable.”

“Nothing like roughing it, is there?” Porter said.

“Oh I agree. I love camping,” Jindal said.

And when we actually do some camping, be sure to let me know, Porter added to himself.



Night had fallen across the Multek capital city, not that Yeoman Jones could really tell due to bright lights and glowing signs lining the streets of the Alien Entertainment District, as the Multeks had dubbed this area. Of course, considering the number of drinks that Jones had consumed during dinner with Kekkie and through their subsequent bar crawl down Byobbin Street, it was doubtful that Jones had much of an awareness of time at all at the moment.

“Oooh!” Jones exclaimed, pointing into the doorway of the nightclub she and Kekkie were just passing. “Dancing! Let’s go!”

“How can you dance like this?” Kekkie asked, weaving a bit as she struggled to maintain an upright position.

“Just need to shake some of this off.” Jones forced herself to concentrate in order to push through the effects of the synthehol. Oddly, her head didn’t feel any clearer.

“Can’t shake it off.”

“Can you usually?”

“Yeah.”

“Not me. Need time to deal with the alcohol.”

“Alcohol! This isn’t synthehol!” Jones cried.

“Synthe-what-a?”

“Synthe… Never mind. Must dance.”

“But we…” Kekkie’s protest was rendered useless as Jones stormed (or stumbled really) into the nightclub. “Okay. Dance,” she said, catching up with Jones. “Then what?”

“Drink more. Dance more. Drink more.”

“Hmmmm. Good plan.”

“Yep!” Jones said brightly just before joining the crowd of gyrating Multeks on the dance floor.



“May I feed you another sporf puff?” the fetching room service server asked holding up the oh-so-tasty delight as Russell lay on a massage table in the middle of his suite’s living area getting a good rubdown from an equally fetching masseuse.

“Please,” Russell said, giving the server a wink and a grin. She giggled slightly, then popped the pastry into his mouth. “I’m not keeping you from other things, am I?” he asked, once he’d finished chewing and swallowing.

“Not at all, sir. I’m assigned to you all night.”

“Are you now?” Russell asked.

“Oh yes,” the server replied, popping another sporf puff into his open mouth. “Unless you don’t want me to stay.”

“Of course I want you to stay! Stick around. I’ll try to find ways to keep you entertained.”

“Don’t worry about me, Mister Russell. You’re here to enjoy yourself, and my job is to serve you.”

“I love this planet!”



Wuddle was yanked out of a fitful sleep by someone sitting down on the sofa where he lay. His eyes snapped open, and he saw Nelson sitting on the sofa edge, staring at the floor.

“You’re still here,” she said softly.

“Where else would I be?” Wuddle replied, sitting up beside her.

“I didn’t know…” She stopped as her voice began to waver. “I thought I might have run you off.”

“One fight isn’t going to do that.”

Nelson leaned into him, resting her head on his shoulder. “I know. I’m sorry. I just…I felt attacked.”

“That’s because I was attacking you,” Wuddle said, running his fingers gently through her hair. “And I had no right, especially considering my reaction when I first found out about your symbiont. I do trust you. I just wish you would be more open with the people who love you.”

“As in my parents.”

“They do love you.”

“Yeah, but if you keep this up, they’re going to love you more than they love me,” Nelson said with a slight smile.

“I don’t think that’s possible. You’re their little girl.”

“No I’m not. That’s why I got annoyed at dinner. You’re hearing all of these stories about a girl who doesn’t exist anymore. She’s only a part of me.”

“And I would equally love to hear stories about Midon’s earlier life.”

“They’re mostly about manure farming.”

Wuddle grimaced. “I’m sure they’re…fascinating.”

“They’re really not.”

The couple sat silent for a few moments, just enjoying being with each other.

“Are we okay?” Nelson asked finally.

“Of course. There will be fights. It comes with being married, I think. Actually talking to each other might head a few of them off, though. I have to believe that’s what’s kept my parents together this long.”

“And do they know about me?” Nelson asked.

“Yes…I told them right after the Collectors invaded,” Wuddle said.

“Uh huh. Two years after we started dating.”

“Yes, but in my defense, before that time they would have thought I was insane for believing that I was dating an imaginary being.”

“Excuses excuses.”



Okay. This has officially become embarrassing, Captain Beck thought as she sat huddled in a supply closet, listening to the incessant pounding on the door and demands for her emerge for her massage/facial/mud bath/pedicure/exfoliation/etc.

Actually, it probably hit embarrassing about six hours ago. Beck just couldn’t believe the stamina of these employees. She originally thought that if she just waited in the closet long enough, the Multeks would give up and go home. But not this bunch. They had camped out in the hallway all night long. And now Beck could see the first streaks of sunlight coming through the small window in the wall. If only it was big enough to crawl out of.

If only these Multeks would leave her alone.

If only she was wearing something more than a bathrobe.

Beck couldn’t just keep sitting here like this. She had to act. She was a Starfleet Officer, a captain no less. She would not be held hostage by a horde of women armed with little more than loofah sponges. Unfortunately, as the last several hours had proven, reasoning with these people was next to impossible. They just wouldn’t listen, and Beck wasn’t about to give in to their demands that she turn herself over to them. She loved her spa days, but something about being worked on by folks who had already proven themselves to be mentally unstable didn’t really put her in a relaxed frame of mind.

No, she was going to have to do this the hard way. Beck looked around the supply closet for something that could help her out of this mess, but all she could find were linens, bars of soap, and bottles of lotions and oils. If that’s what she had to work with, that’s what she had to work with.

Beck scooped as much as she could into a pillow case, then unlocked the closet door and charged out into the corridor, much to the surprise of the horde of employees waiting for her. And it truly was a horde at this point. There were at least fifteen of them by this point.

It didn’t take long for the Multeks to get over their shock and charge Beck, each intent on whisking her away for a nice, relaxing treatment.

The first woman to arrive was met by Beck’s foot slamming into her chest. She collapsed back, knocking into two other women as she fell. Beck didn’t wait around to see the effects of her kick. She was already flinging bars of soap from her sack, sending them hurtling at the women in front of her, who quickly scattered to avoid the incoming projectiles, some too late to avoid having their heads solidly bashed by the flying bars.

Beck kept moving, running ahead and breaking free of the crowd, using her feet and an elbow to forcefully reject a few attempts made to latch onto her. She grabbed a bottle of massage oil out of the bag and squirted it on the floor behind her as she ran, then sent a few more soap missiles winging toward her pursuers for good measure.

As much as she would have loved to watch the results, she didn’t have time. She needed her uniform, and the various screams, moans, and thuds coming from behind her told her most of what she needed to know anyway.

She found her way back to the changing room, snatched up her uniform, and was on the run again in moments. Even so, the detour had given three of the spa ladies time to catch up.

“Let me massage those tired legs!”

“No, you must let me style your hair!”

“Both of you can die! She and her toenails are mine!”

SOAP. SOAP. SOAP.

THUD. SMACK. THUD.

“OOOOOF!”

“OWW!”

“UNHHH!”

“Keep the change!” Beck shouted back over her shoulder as she barreled toward the exit. The only thing separating her from freedom now was a set of glass double doors…

…which she promptly smashed into when they rudely didn’t open for her.

Locked!

“Uunnnnnh.”

“Oooooohhhhhh.”

“Muaaaaaaaaaaaa.”

Beck turned and saw the horde of spa employees limping and shuffling toward her, moaning through swollen faces, their arms outstretched to grab her.

She was NOT going to go down like this!

In desperation, she leapt behind the receptionist’s desk and grabbed the chair, then she flung it with an adrenaline-boosted burst of strength at the glass doors.

SMASH!

The glass shattered spectacularly as Beck raced out from behind the desk and dove through the gaping hole in the doorway, clearing the shards of glass and landing in a tucked roll only to spring to her feet and sprint off down the street.

As Beck fled, she heard a lone voice call out after her.

“Hey! That’s our robe!”



Porter inhaled deeply, taking in the fresh Multos morning air as the sun began to crest over the trees of the forest surrounding the clearing where the campsite was located. Sure it hadn’t been the most traditional of camp outs, what with the climate-controlled tents, luxury inflatable mattresses, hot showers, working toilets and all, but he had to admit that he’d slept rather well. And there was just something about being able to climb out of bed and immediately step out into nature.

Jindal was suddenly by his side. “I’m sorry I slept so long,” the Multek said quickly. “Have you been up long?”

“Nope,” Porter replied. “Just got up myself.”

“Good,” Jindal said relieved. “I can’t have you wandering off without me.”

Porter turned to his escort with a smirk. “Afraid I’m going to get hurt?”

“No. Nothing like that. You can’t get hurt here. Well, I guess you could, but you’d have to work at it. We want to keep our guests safe.”

“I know. You’ve told me…repeatedly,” Porter said. “Why don’t we pack our gear up and get moving.” Porter surveyed the various trails heading out of the clearing. “What about that way?”

“Um…I thought we’d just go back the way we came.”

“Then we’d just see the same stuff we saw yesterday. Why would we want to do that?”

“Because…er…it was pretty?”

“I’m sure there’s pretty stuff this other way, too,” Porter said, heading over to his tent. Thanks to the wonders of Multek technology, packing everything back up into his backpack took all of about twenty seconds. “You ready?”

“Um…”

“Jindal?”

“Er…”

“Is there a problem?”

“Well…”

“Yes?”

“Nothing,” Jindal mumbled, stowing his own gear.

A short time later, the pair was heading off down the trail Porter had chosen with Jindal looking progressively more uncomfortable with each step. Porter had to wonder if it had anything to do with the whirring, buzzing, and humming noises that were growing progressively louder.

Porter suddenly caught a glimpse of something through the trees and understanding struck. He turned to his companion.

“Where are we?”

“What do you mean?” Jindal asked, doing an incredibly bad job of feigning innocence. “This is the woods.”

“And that’s a building,” Porter said, pointing off through the trees. “We’re in a park.”

“That’s silly.”

Porter took a few more strides forward. The trees quickly gave way to a grassy area bordered by a street full of bumper taxis bouncing wildly off of each other, and beyond that several tall buildings.

“Park!” Porter repeated, pointing more forcefully at the line of buildings.

“But it’s a really big park.”

“You took me camping in a city park!”

“You liked it, though, didn’t you?”

“What I would have liked is to actually be out in the wilderness. Wilderness, as in wild. Not an oversized backyard.”

“The wilderness? Like with real wild animals? Are you crazy? We could get hurt out there! What kind of vacation is that?”

“The kind that some beings like to take,” Porter said. “I don’t know what your people have in mind for your visitors, but you’re not going to be able to control their every movement like this. Some visitors may want to head off into the woods, the real woods, for a hike. And if they do, they know the risks they’re taking. Hand them a communicator if you have to, but don’t think they’re going to accept a manufactured experience under perfectly safe circumstances. That’s not how camping is supposed to work.”

“But there won’t be facilities out there!”

“They’ll manage. Trust me.”

Jindal sighed. “I will give your suggestions to the Department of Hospitality Services, but I don’t know if they will be willing to put our guests in danger like that.”

“They may not have much of a choice,” Porter said. “Not if they want to keep the visitors coming back, that is.”

“I hope this has not ruined your enjoyment of our world,” Jindal said.

“No no,” Porter said with a reassuring smile. “You guys are still learning how this whole hospitality business works.”

“So do you wish to continue our hike?”

“Actually, something smells really good. Is there a restaurant over there serving breakfast?”

“Several, I am sure.”

“Then let’s eat.”

“Is this part of roughing it?”

“That depends on how well I digest Multek food.”



Consciousness was an unwelcome visitor to Yeoman Jones’s sleep party. As much as she tried to fight it off, it would not be denied.

But oh how she wished it would leave her alone.

Too bad. She was awake now…kind of. Actually, more than anything, she was disoriented. Where was she? How had she gotten here? Why did she feel like crap? And did she dare open her eyes?

Jones kept her eyes closed for a few moments as she took stock and tried to recall how she’d gotten to wherever she now was.

She remembered dinner. And Kekkie. And dancing. There was drinking. Lots of drinking. More dancing. More drinking. A blur of passing from street to nightclub to street to nightclub to street again as she and Kekkie moved though the Alien Entertainment District. Then nothing.

Somehow she’d gotten back to a room, though. She was fairly sure of that much based on the soft mattress she was laying on. Jones slowly forced her eyes open, fighting to focus and to will the not-so-gentle pounding in her brain to stop.

A blinding light assaulted her, but after several seconds of furious blinking, she realized it was just the sun shining through a window looking out at the city. Everything was so shiny. If each and every gleaming surface wasn’t adding to her headache, Jones probably would have thought it was pretty.

Soon, it was too much for her, and she was forced to turn over…

…where she came face to face with a naked Multek male laying in bed next to her.

“Hi,” he said with a lazy grin on his face.

“AAAAYYYYIIIIEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!”
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(Lieutenant Commander Russell is unable to be reached right now. Please try back later.)



Frequoq Wuddle was already waiting in Docking Bay Five with Dr. Nelson and her parents as his yacht sailed through the forcefield covering the open docking bay doors and gently touched down on the deck.

“Nice ride,” Oswald Nelson said appreciatively as the golden craft gleamed in front of him. “Very stylish. You have good taste.”

“It’s not really mine,” Wuddle said. “It comes with the office of Frequoq. Of course, my wife will have access to it as well.”

“They won’t be calling me Snarkleberry, will they?” Nelson asked.

“No no,” Wuddle said. “As my wife, you have the title of Dronquoq.”

“Dronquoq?” Nelson asked, obviously not liking the sound of the word.

“I do like that better than Snarkleberry, dear,” Harriet said. “It’s a little more…dignified. Dronquoq. It’s a word with weight.”

“You would know, I suppose,” Nelson said. Harriet Nelson worked as an editor for Random House of Penguins in Your Pocket Books and spent most of her life dealing with words in one language or another.

“Ah, that reminds me, dear, the publishing house wants to commission an official biography of President Dillon. Do you know when he’ll be back?”

“Um…no. Sorry, Mom.” That response wasn’t exactly a lie. President Bradley Dillon had gone missing a month earlier (a fact that was not common knowledge), so no one knew when he’d be back.

The hatch of the yacht opened, allowing Beck, Porter, Jones, and Russell to step down to the deck. Wuddle quickly approached the group, eager to hear about their trip.

“How was everything?” he asked anxiously. “Did you enjoy yourselves?”

Beck’s eyes narrowed. “I was attacked, Porter was conned, and Jones was traumatized.”

“I had a great time,” Russell said brightly.

“I…I don’t understand,” Wuddle said, distressed. “We’ve worked so hard. How could we fail so badly?”

“You didn’t fail,” Beck said. “I think everyone was just…too eager to please.”

“Exactly,” Porter said. “The planet is really very nice.”

“Oh yeah!” Russell exclaimed.

“Mimmmph,” Jones squeaked, her eyes wide-open and glassy.

“We left you a padd with a few pages of suggestions on it,” Beck said.

“Thank you,” Wuddle said gratefully. “To come this close to the Grand Opening…”

“Everything will be fine,” Beck said reassuringly. “And let me know what hospital the spa employees end up staying in. I’ll send flowers.” She patted him on the arm a couple of times, then headed out of the docking bay with Porter, Russell, and Jones in tow.

“Wait…hospital!” Wuddle said. But Beck was already gone.

“Everything all right there, Wuddle?” Oswald asked as he, Harriet, and Nelson stepped over to the Multek leader.

“Yes…I think so. I suppose I’ll know for sure when I get home.”

“I’m sure Beck left them all alive,” Nelson said.

“That is comforting.”

“I’m sorry you can’t stay longer, Wuddle,” Harriet said. “It’s been a joy to spend time with you.”

“A real pleasure,” Oswald said, shaking Wuddle’s hand. “Welcome to the family.”

“Thank you. This visit has meant a lot to me. I’m looking forward to returning the favor when you come to Multos for the wedding.”

“We’re looking forward to it, too,” Oswald said.

“Just three little weeks,” Harriet said.

“Yep, sure is,” Nelson said, rocking back and forth on her heels.

“Well,” Harriet said, catching the hint. “Goodbye, Wuddle. Come on, Oswald.”

“But the man hasn’t even gotten into his ship yet,” Oswald protested.

“Oswald.”

“Oh! Right. Bye, Wuddle. See you soon.” Oswald took his wife’s hand, and the couple quickly exited the docking bay.

“I thought they’d never leave,” Nelson said grinning.

“I like having them around.”

“Even when I do this?” Nelson asked before suddenly grabbing Wuddle in a long, passionate kiss.

“No. Not for that,” Wuddle gasped once Nelson finally released him.

“I didn’t think so. Have a safe trip back. I can’t have anything happening to you before the wedding…or after.”

“I’ll be careful,” Wuddle said.

“I love you.”

“I love you, too. Very much.”

“It’s going to be a long three weeks.”

“Yes, but then we won’t have to be apart ever again.”

“I can’t wait,” Nelson said, wrapping her arms around his waist.

“Neither can I,” Wuddle replied, holding her close. “I should go.”

“I know.” She let him go, and he entered his ship. Moments later, the yacht took off, separating Nelson for Wuddle for the last time.

In three little weeks, they would be together.

In three little weeks, she would be starting her life on Multos.

In three little weeks, she would be the Dronquoq.

Dronquoq.

Dronnnnquoq.

Ugh. Her mom was nuts. It was a horrible sounding word.




From This Day Forward



I can’t move my face, Dr. Amedon Nelson thought, standing frozen next to Frequoq Wuddle as Captain Lisa Beck performed the wedding ceremony. Nelson had not been sure how she’d react when she was actually in the midst of getting married. Obviously the answer was abject terror; although, she couldn’t figure out why. She wanted to marry Wuddle. She wanted to join her life to his. She was even looking forward to living on Multos. She was happy.

So why was she petrified to the point that every single muscle in her body had locked, leaving her a statue, a statue with a stupid grin on her face, mind you, but still a statue?

Nelson managed to shift her eyes over to look at Wuddle. He looked so…stiff. Kind of like a statue. Maybe this was just normal wedding behavior. After all, there had been so much build up to this moment. So much planning. So much waiting. Wuddle really had been wonderful about it all. At first, the idea of her wearing a white dress had taken him aback. No Multek bride would wear white. Of course, considering a white dress would blend right into the Multeks’ whiter than white skin, she could understand why. The bride would vanish. But she was not about to wear the traditional black robes Multek women normally wore. Wuddle agreed, saying he wanted her to be happy. And judging by the gaping look on Wuddle’s face when she’d appeared at the end of the aisle, escorted by her father, she got the sense that he was pretty happy with the choice as well.

Captain Beck, meanwhile, was making her way through the hybrid human/Multek ceremony. Nelson had to admit, though, that the Multek ceremony was surprising subdued compared to the rest of their culture. Well, other than the choreographed dance routine she and Wuddle had had to perform before saying their vows. Nelson was certain that the folks watching the ceremony on the holovision feed being sent back to Waystation really got a kick out of that, not that she minded.

Honestly, she didn’t mind much of anything at the moment. Today was turning out about as perfectly as she could have imagined. The sky was a gorgeous blue, with just a few puffy white clouds dotting the sky. A gentle breeze blew through the landscaped green where the ceremony and reception were being held. It was just enough to keep her cool in her dress, but not enough to disturb the intricate moves of the synchronized jugglers performing their routine behind Captain Beck.

“…and so by the power invested in me by the United Federation of Planets and recently granted to me by the Multek Enclave, I now pronounce you bonded, married, and thoroughly wed,” Captain Beck said, heading toward the finish. “You may kiss.”

A gasp went up through the Multeks in the crowd as Wuddle’s eyes widened. “What?” Beck asked. “What’d I say?”

Wuddle leaned close to her. “Multek couples do not engage in such a display of affection with after the sacred bonding ceremony.”

“Ohhhh,” Beck said. “Sorry about that. It’s kind of a human tradition.”

“I see,” Wuddle said, looking over at his bride. “Never let it be said that I am not willing to expand my horizons.” He took Nelson in his arms and planted a long kiss on her that she passionately returned as the Multeks let out another, louder gasp.

From his seat in the audience, Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter chuckled. “Welcome to the galaxy, folks.”



“Do you know how many marriages I’ve performed in the last few years?” Captain Beck said, sipping on a glass of champagne as Porter stood next to her, picking his way through the various Multek delicacies on his plate.

“Don’t think like that,” Porter said.

“Like what?”

“Like you’re about to break into some ‘always the officiant, never the bride’ lament.”

“I do not lament.”

“Right. That’s why you were all footloose and fancy-free as a communications officer, and then after you took command of Waystation.”

“I love commanding Waystation!” Beck protested.

“Yes…now. But that’s not the point. In fact, there isn’t a point. Just never mind.”

“What’s gotten into you?” Beck asked as Porter glowered. He didn’t respond. “Oh. I get it. Finding it hard to be happy for the happy couple?”

“Like you aren’t?”

“No. I’m happy for them. I wouldn’t mind being here with a date of my own, but I’m happy for them.”

“Did you ever think weddings were designed to torture us single people?”

“Not specifically. I’m sure it’s just a pleasant side-effect,” Beck said, spotting Wuddle, Nelson, and an older Multek couple heading their way. “Shake it off. We’ve got incoming.”

“I’m all smiles,” Porter said, grinning at the approaching couples. “There they are!” he said warmly. “How’s it feel? Those matrimonial bonds cutting off your circulation yet?”

“Not even close,” Nelson said.

Porter hugged her. “Congratulations. I mean it.”

“Thanks.”

“Captain Beck,” Wuddle said, bringing the elder couple forward. “These are my parents, Swiggle and Ploortz.” Ploortz, Wuddle’s father, looked at Beck fearfully as he slowly moved his finger toward her. Slowly. Slowly. Slowly. Until…

Touch.

His finger pressed against her upper arm.

“She’s real!” he exclaimed as Swiggle gaped in awe.

“He did it with me, too,” Nelson whispered to Beck.

“They still need a little time to adjust,” Wuddle said.

“They’re very sweet, though,” Nelson said. “Thank you again for performing the ceremony.”

“I would have been offended if you didn’t ask,” Beck said.

“I’m just sorry that not everyone could come.”

“Someone had to mind the store. I’m sure Morales, Russell and Jones were able to see it all over the holovision feed. But I know you’ve got other guests to see. Go mingle.”

“All right. I’ll talk to you before the Grand Opening ceremony this afternoon,” Nelson said.

“We’ll be there,” Beck replied as the newlyweds and Wuddle’s parents moved off, only delaying briefly for Ploortz to touch Porter.

“He’s real!”

“Yes, Dad,” Wuddle said, leading his father away.

Beck and Porter were not alone for long, though, as Admiral Leelan Fonn ambled over, his plate stacked high with goodies. “Nice spread,” the Efrosian admiral said appreciatively.

“Isn’t it, though,” Beck said.

“Pretty planet, too,” Fonn added, admiring the rolling green hills and woodlands surrounding the ceremony site a few kilometers outside of the Multek capital city on Multos. “Could use a golf course, though.”

A passing Multek waiter heard Fonn. “Actually, there’s one just over the second rise,” the waiter said, pointing off to the east.

“You have golf?” Fonn exclaimed.

“Yes, sir. We thought we developed the game, but, as I understand it, our government first learned of it decades ago in holofeeds intercepted from your Federation. It is quite popular in the Enclave, though. We have many many courses on the various Enclave worlds.”

“And rightly so,” Fonn said. “It’s the only decent sport the humans ever came up with.”

“We’re so proud,” Porter said.

“Do you have your speech prepared for the Grand Opening ceremony this afternoon, Admiral?” Beck asked, changing the subject.

“Yes,” Fonn said unhappily. “I still don’t see why I have to do it, but Fleet Admiral Ra’al’s a stickler for this crap. Wants a big show by Starfleet for this thing, which means I have to pull out the dress uniform again so I can preen around with whatever stooge the Federation Council sends.”

“You are the ranking officer on Waystation,” Beck said.

“Don’t remind me,” Fonn said. “Between the Klingons, the Romulans, and these Multeks, I’ve had to do a hell of a lot more commanding officer business than I had in mind.”

“I’m sure the captain feels for you,” Porter said, drawing a glare from Beck.

“It’s okay, Beck,” Fonn said, noticing the look. “I’m sure he’s right. By rights, this should be your show. You’re the one who’s dealt with the Multeks. Not me. I can understand the draw, though. This place is fantastic.”

“You can see why they wanted to protect it from outsiders for so long,” Beck said.

“Sure, but that’s just not a realistic way to live. The Collectors’ invasion may have been the best thing to happen to them. Woke them up and made them face the truth. Because if something like that could happen once, it could easily happen again.”



“Sensor contacts, sir! They’ve found us!”

“Order the fleet to jump!”

“But we haven’t found another fuel source. We can only make one more jump unless…”

“There’s no time. We have to jump! Now!”



Wuddle knocked lightly at the door of his bedroom, the bedroom he now shared with his wife. “Are you decent?” he called through the door.

“Does it matter?” Nelson replied playfully. “Come in here.”

Wuddle complied, stepping into the bedroom, where Nelson was in the process of sliding out of her wedding dress. “We’re married now,” Nelson said. “We get to watch each other change clothes for the rest of our lives.”

“Another happy benefit to marrying you,” Wuddle said, admiring the view. “Are you getting dressed for the Grand Opening ceremony already?”

“How much time do we have?”

“I should be at the site in an hour to see to any final details. Then once it’s over, we will be free to ignore the rest of the galaxy for a few days.”

“Sounds wonderful,” Nelson said. “Just you, me, and…”

Beep-dooop.

“…the door chime,” Nelson finished.

“I will be right back,” Wuddle said.

He quickly made his way to the front door of his living quarters. The Frequoq’s home wasn’t ostentatious or incredibly large. In fact, it wasn’t all that much bigger than the house Wuddle had before he agreed to become Frequoq. One thing it did have, however, was an outer foyer separating the living quarters from the actual entrance to the house. This foyer was manned at all times by an official greeter, whose job it was to screen anyone who should happen to drop by to visit the Frequoq. For the most part, Multeks were respectful of his privacy. Wuddle was doing a job that none of them wanted and was seen more as a good citizen than a celebrity. Every once in a while, however, a Multek would get a little star-struck by the idea of meeting the Frequoq, which was why the greeter was required.

Wuddle answered his door and saw his greeter for this shift, Bondle, standing with Admiral Nemotz, head of the Multek Military.

“I’m sorry, Your Frequoqness,” Bondle said. “The Admiral insisted on seeing you.”

“What is it, Nemotz?”

“We may have a situation.”

“What kind of situation?” Dr. Nelson demanded, stepping up behind Wuddle. She was now dressed in casual slacks and a top.

“We’re not sure exactly, your Dronquoqness. One of our patrol ships detected several vessels entering our space, but they don’t appear to be coming from the Federation.”

Wuddle looked back to Nelson. “Can you ask Captain Beck to join us in my office?”

“Damn right I will,” Nelson said, pulling her commbadge out of her pocket.



“Do you know who they are?” Wuddle asked as Beck looked over the sensor data sent in by the Multek Military Marauder that had detected the intruders. They were now gathered in Wuddle’s office with Nelson, Nemotz, Porter, Admiral Fonn, and Faddle, Wuddle’s personal assistant.

“Not a clue,” Beck said. “It looks to be close to thirty ships, all fairly large, but the designs are all different. There’s no consistency.”

“So you do not believe it’s another invasion.”

“I didn’t say that,” Beck said. “Have your ships attempted to make contact?”

“Not yet. They were waiting for instructions from us. The alien ships have not made any aggressive moves, though. They actually don’t appear to have detected our ships yet.”

“Let’s keep it that way for now,” Beck said. “Do you think your ship commanders are up for a first contact situation?”

Nemotz and Wuddle looked at each, then shook their heads.

“Gotcha,” Beck said. “Would you mind if I went and had a look then?” She turned to Admiral Fonn. “With your permission, of course.”

“I’m not going,” Fonn said. “This admiral has made his last first contact. But you knock yourself out.”

“I would like to accompany you,” Wuddle said.

“And if he’s going, I’m going,” Nelson said.

“But Frequoq,” Faddle protested. “The Grand Opening ceremony is in five hours. You are due for the sound check in thirty minutes.”

“You’ll just have to fill in for me. I will return before the ceremony.”

“Unless we’re blasted into tiny pieces, of course,” Porter said.

“Tiny pieces!” Faddle exclaimed in horror.

“Porter,” Beck said.

“I’ll go warm up the Cumberland,” Porter said, tapping his commbadge and contacting the ship. He disappeared in the cascade of a transporter beam a moment later.

“Have the fleet rendezvous with us,” Wuddle ordered Nemotz.

Nemotz nodded and exited the office as Beck tapped her commbadge. “We’re ready to go, Porter. Three to beam up.”

“Energizing,” Porter’s voice replied. Beck, Wuddle, and Nelson dematerialized, leaving Fonn alone in the office with Faddle.

The Efrosian admiral stepped over to the floor to ceiling windows covering the rear wall of the office and let our a low whistle. “Now that’s a view. Is that a roller coaster over there?”

“One of many,” Faddle replied.

“And are those taxis…hitting each other?”

“Bumper taxis.”

“So I guess you folks have plenty to do to keep yourselves entertained.”

“Keeping ourselves and others entertained is the main goal of our existence,” Faddle said proudly.

“Is it now?” Fonn said, lost in thought.



By the time Captain Beck stepped into the cockpit of the Runabout Cumberland followed by Nelson and Wuddle, Porter had already set a course for the alien vessels and sent the Cumberland leaping into warp.

“How many ships are in your fleet now?” Beck asked Wuddle.

“We’re still not back to full strength from the Collectors’ attack, but we have sixty-three fully-functional marauders and another fifteen due from the shipyards in the next few weeks.”

“So sixty-three ships and us. That’s a little better than two to one, but these folks have some big guys with them. Nothing as big as a vault-ship fortunately, but we still could have our hands full.”



Half an hour later, Porter brought the Cumberland out of warp and slid up alongside the Multek Military Marauder that had been shadowing the alien vessels since their arrival in the Multek Enclave. A quick conversation with the marauder’s captain confirmed that the newcomers had thus far done little of anything beyond flying in a straight line.

“I’m guessing you want to go say ‘hi,’” Porter said to Beck once they’d closed the channel with marauder.

“Seems like the polite thing to do,” Beck said, checking over the tactical readouts in front of her as she sat in the co-pilot’s seat beside Porter. “But be ready to retreat in a hurry if we have to.”

“I may not be as good of a pilot as Commander Morales, but I can run away with the best of them.”

Beck could tell almost the moment that the alien vessels detected the Cumberland heading toward them. The ships quickly went to full-stop, but no other actions were made.

“What the hell are they using for propulsion?” Porter muttered as more detailed sensor readings scrolled across his monitor. “It’s not warp drive.”

“They didn’t get this far into the Enclave on impulse,” Beck said.

“No. It’s some kind of FTL drive, but I doubt they can do more than brief jumps from place to place.”

“And where are the weapons?” Beck asked, looking over her monitors. “I’m not seeing torpedo ports, beam emitters, or anything. Woah. Wait a second. One guy is armed. All kinds of weapons’ ports. I’m not seeing anything like a phaser or disruptor bank, though.”

“Who are these people?” Nelson said. “This isn’t any kind of invasion fleet I’ve ever seen. Look at them. Battered hulls. No weapons. These guys are definitely…”

“Rag-tag?” Porter offered.

“To say the least.”

“Let’s see what they have to say for themselves,” Beck said.

“Channel open,” Porter said after tapping a few controls on his console.

“This is Captain Lisa Beck of the Runabout Cumberland. You have entered space controlled by the Multek Enclave. Please state your intentions.”

Porter hit mute. “State your intentions? Are they courting us now?”

“Do you want to do this?”

“Not a chance,” Porter said.

“Then shut it.”

“Consider it shut.” A bit of new information on his console drew Porter’s attention. “We’re getting a response. Audio only. It’s a radio signal.”

“Put it on.”

“This is Commander Odamya of the Skirmishmaster Cosmogula,” a gravely voice said. “Our intention is to pass through this area of space without conflict. We were not aware it was inhabited. Allow us to depart in peace or we will defend ourselves.”

“We’re more than happy to give you safe passage. But, as you can imagine, we were a little concerned when you showed up unannounced,” Beck said. “Since it appears that you’re not here to attack the Multeks, we have no reason to stand in your way.”

“Captain,” Porter said, watching his readouts. “We’ve got something coming in. Five small ships. They’re coming out of an FTL jump.”

“Sensor contacts,” a voice on Odamya’s side of the comm shouted suddenly. “Five raiders.”

“Friends of yours?” Beck asked.

“They’ve pursued us across star system after star system,” Odamya said grimly. “They’re relentless. We may get a reprieve for a day, maybe more, but then they find us again. They always find us. Run while you can.”

“Thanks for the advice, but I think we’ll see if we can’t talk to these guys and straighten this out,” Beck replied.

“The conversation might be a bit one-sided,” Porter said. “They’re drone ships. Robots.”

“Most of that fleet will be sitting ducks if we don’t do something,” Nelson said. “And don’t you dare start in with that Prime Directive crap.”

“Commander Odamya, do you want our help?” Beck said.

“We may be a rag-tag fleet, but our will is strong. We take care of our own and will fight against the…”

“Just say ‘yes’!” Beck snapped.

“Yes.”

“Thank you,” Beck said. She turned to Nelson. “Prime Directive satisfied. Intercept course, Porter.”

“This won’t take long. They’re almost here,” Porter said, sending the Cumberland shooting forward toward the five boomerang-esque drone ships speeding toward the Cosmogula and its fleet.

“Open a channel,” Beck said, drawing a look from Porter. “There could be an artificial intelligence of some sort.”

“No response,” Porter said.

“Or not,” Beck said.

“Crap!” Porter shouted suddenly, banking the Cumberland hard to port as a stream of weapons’ fire blasted past the ship.

“What was that?” Beck said, checking her readings. “Projectiles?”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Porter said. “I panicked over some hunks of metal? They wouldn’t make it through the navigational deflector shield.”

“Can we stop talking about how badly armed they are and just blow them up?” Nelson asked.

“Somebody anxious to get to her honeymoon?” Porter asked.

Nelson reached forward and slammed her hand down on the phaser controls, the resulting beam sliced one of the drone ships clean in half. “Shoot them!” Nelson ordered.

While not nearly as smooth or deft at the Cumberland’s controls as Commander Morales, Porter was able to zip the vessel around well enough for Beck to make quick work of the remaining four drone ships.

“Odamya is hailing again,” Porter reported as the last drone ship was reduced to a cloud of debris.

“Put him on again,” Beck said. Porter tapped a control and nodded to Beck. “This is Captain Beck.”

“Thank you,” Odamya said without a hint of actual happiness or joy in his voice. “But they will send more. They always send more.”

“I think we need some more details about your situation, Commander,” Beck replied. “Maybe we can help.”

“You are welcome to come to the Cosmogula. You won’t fit in our landing pods, but does your vessel have a shuttle of some kind?”

“We can just transport over.”

“That’s what I’m saying. We’ll expect your shuttle.”

“No no. We can…it’s hard to explain. Are you on your bridge?”

“Bridge? I’m in our command and control center.”

“Close enough,” Beck said. “Can we find that, Craig?”

“Got it,” Porter said, checking the sensors.

“We’ll be right there. Beck out.” She looked at Porter. “I’m assuming they actually have oxygen over there.”

“Breathable atmosphere. Humanoid crew. You should be fine…assuming they don’t shoot you on sight.”

“Aren’t you just Mister Doom and Gloom today?”

“It fits my general mood.”

“Well you and your mood will be staying here. I’m assuming you want to come along, though, Wuddle.”

“Yes, I do.”

“And so do I,” Nelson said.

“That one was a given,” Beck said, leading the way to the Cumberland’s small transporter alcove.



The trio materialized in the center of a room full of consoles and uniformed personnel. Beck’s first thought, though, was to wish that someone would turn on the lights. The place was dark. Well, dim really, but close enough. It was also grey. Very grey. And the dark uniforms the human-looking crew wore didn’t help brighten things up any.

At the moment, the crew was staring at Beck and company in something very close to astonishment. Aw hell, it was astonishment. Three people, one of whom was incredibly pale white with blue hair, had just appeared in their control center.

Beck quickly spotted an older gentleman who appeared to be the senior officer on duty. He also appeared to have a relief map of the canyons of Mars etched into his face. He wasn’t wrinkled. He was downright craggy.

“Commander Odamya, I presume,” she said, extending her hand to the craggy man. “I’m Captain Beck. This is Frequoq Wuddle, leader of the Multek Enclave, and Doctor Amedon Nelson, of my crew.” Beck felt a slight inward twinge with these last words. As of this morning, Nelson was no longer really a part of her crew.

“Welcome to Cosmogula,” Odamya replied. “Although, I’m not at all certain how you got here.”

“It’s not important right now. I want to know exactly what’s going on here before more of your robot friends show up.”

Odamya looked to a young woman manning a console. “Get in touch with the President and have her join us in the briefing room.” Odamya turned back to Beck. “Please follow me,” he said in grave tones before he led them out of the room.



Beck had been in many briefing rooms in her time. Most of them had little more than a table that the participants sat around to discuss the issue in question. But the Cosmogula’s was a bit more like a lecture hall, with a podium set up next to an easel where posters could be propped up for visual aids while the audience sat at a series of long tables on the other side of the room. No big viewscreens. No holoprojectors. The whole affair was decidedly low tech.

Shortly after Odamya led Beck and the others inside, a woman in a suit arrived. Like Odamya, her face was haggard (though not nearly as craggy as his) and solemn.

“President Maudlin,” Odamya said to the woman, “this is Captain Lisa Beck and a couple of civilians who are here to help us.”

Beck shot a glare at Odamya, then stepped in. “Madam President,” Beck said, shaking her hand. “This is Frequoq Wuddle, leader of the Multek Enclave, whose space you’re a guest in.” She pointed this last comment at Odamya. “And Doctor Amedon Nelson, of my staff.”

“Hello,” Maudlin said. “We thank you for your assistance, and we will be on our way as soon as we can.”

“Actually, we can’t. Not quickly at any rate,” Odamya said. “We used the last of our fuel reserves in that last jump.”

“Ahh. Is this a civilian or a military crisis? I forget.”

“I’d say that qualifies as both,” Beck said. “What exactly is going on here?”

Odamya and Maudlin exchanged a grim look, then both went to the podium just as another man rushed into the room.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said in a voice that indicated that he actually didn’t care at all. “I was at…another engagement.”

“Thank you for joining us,” Maudlin said. “Frequoq Wuddle, Captain Beck, Doctor Nelson, this is my science advisor, Doctor Guilty Badliar.”

“Are you a scientist yourself?” Badliar asked Nelson. Beck felt she heard a hint of nervousness in his voice.

“Medical doctor,” Nelson replied.

“Ah. Very good.”

“If we could get to the briefing,” Odamya said, his voice like a boulder being dragged along a gravel road.

“Of course,” Badliar said as everyone took their seats.

“Some time ago, the twelve colonies on which our people live were attacked. The enemy forces were swift, brutal, and merciless.”

“This fleet is all that remains of our civilization, and yet they track us,” Maudlin said. “Pursuing us across the galaxy relentlessly, and they will not stop until they have us. Our situation…is grim.”

“It’s bleak,” Odamya said.

“It’s grimly bleak.”

“It’s bleakly grim.”

“Dark.”

“Hopeless.”

“Dismal.”

“Somber.”

“All right!” Beck exclaimed, rising from her seat. “We get it. You’re all doomed because these robot things are chasing you.”

Wuddle pulled on Beck’s sleeve, urging her to lean down to him. “A word, Captain.”

“Yes, Frequoq?” Beck whispered.

“We have to help these people,” he said. “Their situation is just so…depressing. I’ve never seen anyone this gloomy.”

“Are you willing to commit the Multek fleet?”

“Yes. We must intercede.”

“All right. You’ve got my support,” Beck said. She refocused her attention on Odamya and Maudlin. “We will help you. How much time do you think we have to get ready?”

“Oh…about twenty minutes,” Dr. Badliar said. All eyes were suddenly on him. “That’s just a guess, of course,” he added nervously.

“All right, this is what we’re going to do,” Beck said, striding to the front of the room. “Wuddle, alert the Multek ships and get them to join us here.”

“This is my fleet,” Odamya said.

“Mine too,” Maudlin added.

“You can’t just order us around.”

“That’s what my help entails,” Beck said. She slapped her commbadge. “Beck to Porter.”

“Go ahead, Captain,” he said.

“Have you been able to figure out enough about these engines to guess what they might use for fuel? They seem to be fresh out.”

“We just need to get them to Multos,” Wuddle said.

“I think I can replicate something that will work,” Porter said.

“You’ve got ten minutes.”

“No problem. I’ll transport the presents right into their engine rooms.”

“Thank you, Craig. We’ll be contacting you soon for beam out.”

“Transporters are standing by.”

“I didn’t understand a word of that,” Maudlin said to Odamya, who just shrugged.



Sure enough, twenty minutes later, a new set of sensor contacts showed up on the Cumberland’s scopes. There was one slight surprise, though…

“Um…” Porter said, mouth gaping at the readout. “Um…”

“What is it?” Beck, who had taken over the piloting duties, asked, glancing over at Porter’s console. “Oh.”

This was not another squad of robot fighters. This was huge. Massive even. Still not Vault-Ship massive. Instead, this looked more like an evil mutant Christmas ornament dropping into normal space.

“Plan?” Porter said.

“Same plan,” Beck replied. “We’re not leaving these people to die, and they’re not going to be forced to run from these things anymore. You agree, right Wuddle?” she said, looking back to the Multek leader sitting behind her.

“Yes,” Wuddle said determinedly, reaching across to Nelson and squeezing her hand. “We have to do this.”

“Yes, we do,” Nelson said.

“Don’t worry, you two. We’ll make sure you get your honeymoon,” Beck said.

“Odamya is hailing,” Porter said. Beck nodded, and Porter activated the comm.

“They’re here,” Odamya’s voice said (you guessed it!) grimly.

“We noticed,” Beck said. “Is your fleet ready?”

“They’ll jump on my command.”

“Hold for now. Let’s let these guys get close to make sure they commit themselves to an attack. Do you have a name for them by any chance? I’m getting sick of calling them ‘these guys.’”

“Encyclons.”

“Encyclons?”

“Yes. They’re soulless machines. Relentless. Merciless. They’ve chased us across sector after…”

“They’re launching fighters,” Porter said.

“Oh thank the Great Bird,” Beck said. “This is Captain Beck to all Multek ships. Intercept to those fighters. Odamya, get your fleet out of here!”

The Multek Military Marauders and the Cumberland, all of which had been closely shadowing the large vessels of the Cosmogula fleet, zoomed out of their hiding places and charged toward the incoming Encyclon fighters as the civilian ships accompanying the Cosmogula activated their FTL drives, running fuel provided by Porter, and jumped away.

Beck was about to issue orders to the Marauders, but the Multek ships suddenly broke off into pairs, each one covering the other as they engaged the hopelessly-outgunned Encyclon fighters.

“They’ve been practicing,” Wuddle said proudly.

“Too bad Morales isn’t here to see this,” Porter said.

“I’m just glad they actually listened to what he was teaching them,” Beck said. “But it looks like we’re stuck without a date to this particular dance.”

“Does this mean we’re asking out the big girl?”

“If you have to beat this particular metaphor to death, yes. And why does that thing have to be a she?”

“It’s a ship. I didn’t make up the tradition.”

“Stupid tradition,” Beck muttered, zipping the Cumberland through the battle-zone until they broke free and had a clear path to the massive, star-shaped Encyclon monstrosity looming before them.

“They’re hailing us,” Porter said surprised.

“Really?” Beck said. “I didn’t think they were much into talking. Are you picking up any life signs on that thing?”

“Not a one.”

“Hmmm… Put them on.”

“Do we know you?” a perfectly pleasant male voice asked.

“I don’t believe so,” Beck said.

“I didn’t think your ship looked familiar. You may not know it yet, but this is your lucky day. I have something here that will change the way you look at the universe.”

“If you’re about to offer to assimilate us or something, don’t,” Beck said. “We’re not interested.”

“No no no. Nothing like that. I want to give you knowledge!”

“What sort of knowledge?”

“All sorts. The universe at your finger tips. Tell you what, I like you. I can give you a free trial of the first volume. Then other volumes will follow, one about every other month.”

“Volumes?” Porter asked. “Of what?”

“Of what?” the Encyclon said with a laugh. “Why only the greatest source of information ever to grace this plane of existence: the Bot and Fractal’s Encyclopedia!”

Beck and Porter just stared at each other.

“Come on!” the Encyclon said. “This is THE one and only Bot and Fractal’s! Now where shall I send your complimentary volume?”

“Um…nowhere?” Beck said.

“Are you getting existential on me?”

“No. I don’t need an encyclopedia.”

“Of course you do. Everyone needs encyclopedias. Just think of all the hours of pleasure that await as you thumb through your complimentary volume. Aaaarugas, Aacklenods, Aalo…”

“I don’t think so.”

“We’ll just deliver it to your vessel. How’s that?” the Encyclon said.

“I said…”

“Captain!” Porter exclaimed as three more fighters launched from the Encyclon mothership.

“Refusing delivery would be unwise,” the Encyclon said ominously.

“No one has ever accused us of being wise,” Beck replied, sending the Cumberland into a barrel roll as Porter let loose with the pulse phaser cannons. The three fighters were reduced to scrap in seconds.

“We’ll get a replacement volume to you right away,” the Encyclon said.

“I don’t think so,” Beck said, glancing at Porter. “Torpedoes and tri-cobalts. Let them have it.”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Porter said, letting loose with the Cumberland’s weapons. In seconds, a full-spread of torpedoes and tri-cobalt devices was streaking toward the Encyclon vessel.

On the comm, the Encyclon laughed harder. “Your ship is an insect compared to our bibliostar. You cannot hope to…”

BOOOM

BOOOM BA BOOOM BOOOM BOOOOOOOM!

The Encyclon bibliostar erupted in multiple plumes of flame, then exploded violently, but not before sending out one last transmission:

“You could have just said no.”



“You didn’t let me fire a shot,” Commander Odamya said unhappily, staring down Beck after the group had reconvened in the Cosmogula’s briefing room. “How can I be stalwart, grim, and commanding when you people swoop in and do all of the fighting? We didn’t even get hit by stray weapons fire!”

“Sorry?” Beck said, unsure why this was a problem.

Odamya glared at her, then turned away with a growl. “We need to catch up with the rest of the fleet. They could be in danger.”

“They went to Multos. They’re safe,” Frequoq Wuddle said. “You have my word on that.”

“How do I know I can trust your word?” Odamya said. “Never trust a politician.”

“Hey!” President Maudlin said. “I heard that.”

“And? I don’t trust you either.”

“Excuse me,” Beck said, interrupting. “Can we get back to the part where you were all running away from a bunch of encyclopedia salesmen? Are you seriously telling me they wiped out your planets?”

“We’d kept them at bay for years,” President Maudlin said. “For long stretches, we wouldn’t get a single sales pitch, but then they’d be back, stronger than ever, blanketing our colonies with their advertising and ‘Request More Information’ postcards. But then…” The President trailed off, almost overcome with grief. “Doctor Badliar,” she croaked. “Can you explain the rest?”

Badliar, who’d been sitting in a corner trying to be as unobtrusive as possible, coughed startled. “Why yes of course, Madam President,” he said, rising hesitantly to his feet. “The Encyclons would send wave after wave of these postcards. Postage paid. If you were to return one, they promised to send more information about the encyclopedias. We, of course, ignored these, but one day someone, and we have absolutely no idea who this someone could be, since no one here would do such a thing, well, this someone checked the ‘Yes, Please Send Me More Information’ box and mailed it back.”

“That was all the opening the Encyclons needed,” Odamya said. “Within five days, we were under a full assault.”

“By the encyclopedia salesmen,” Dr. Nelson said.

“Yes.”

“Did you try saying ‘no’?”

“Our government made some excuse about needing the money to pay for Grandma’s operation. That’s when the Encyclons hit us with the…hard sell.”

“The results,” Maudlin said, “were catastrophic.”

“Well, it’s over now,” Beck said. “They’re gone, and you and your people can try to return to something resembling normal lives.”

“I don’t know that we can,” Odamya said. “We’ve lived under siege for so long. Our lives have been so…”

“Grim?” Beck said.

“Bleak?” Nelson said.

“Exactly,” Odamya continued. “You can’t come back from the places we’ve been. These scars will not heal. They are the wounds of a civilization destroyed. How can any person recover from such a thing?”

“I may know how you can start,” Wuddle said.



“Ladies and gentlemen. Beings of all ages. I welcome you to Multos!” Frequoq Wuddle announced, standing at the podium on the stage that had been set up in the courtyard of the Multek Government Complex for the Grand Opening ceremony. “Since our earliest attempts to reach out into the universe, we have believed that we were alone. We took comfort in that knowledge and dedicated ourselves to making out lives as full and pleasurable as possible.

“But the truth, as we now know, is that we are not alone. We are but one people in a universe teeming with life. Some feared that this knowledge would destroy us, that the Multek people would not be able to cope. We have proven these people wrong, and more that, we have chosen to reach out to the other races of the universe and share with them the great achievements of the Multek Enclave.

“Today is the culmination of many months of effort. It was an enjoyable effort, but an effort nonetheless. Now our facilities are ready to serve not only our people, but also the citizens of the universe. The Multek Enclave is open for business!”

A huge round of cheers and applause went up from the crowd of Multeks listening to the ceremony as Beck, seated beside Admiral Fonn on the dais, couldn’t help but smile. The Multeks had come a long way in six short years, and she’d been a big part of it. It was a wonderful feeling. She still didn’t want the Multeks building statues to her or anything, but she was more than happy to enjoy this moment.

To her left, Admiral Fonn didn’t look nearly as pleased as he muttered to himself.

“…stupid speeches. I hate making speeches. Didn’t sign up for this. I don’t care if I’m in command of Waystation. I don’t want to make a speech. Should have just told Ra’al where she could stick this damn…”

“But our first guests,” Wuddle continued at the podium, “need the services of the Multek Enclave perhaps more than any other people in the galaxy. They have been driven from their homes, chased across space, and relentlessly attacked by an implacable, and now destroyed, foe. It is our duty as Multeks to give back to them the one thing their lives have been missing for so long: fun.

“Our full range of restaurants, bars, night clubs, spas, and rides will be open to them. They WILL know joy again!” Wuddle thundered.

Another cheer went up from the crowd as Commander Odamya and President Maudlin, who were also seated in the audience, looked at each other.

“Fun?” Maudlin asked quizzically.

“Joy?” Odamya said, equally confused.



After Fonn grudgingly stumbled his way through his speech and the bureaucrat sent by the Federation Council blathered on for the longest 20 minutes of Beck’s life about the Federation’s hopes for the Multeks and its desire to work closely with Wuddle in the future, Wuddle finally closed the Grand Opening ceremonies, paving the way for the marching band and the clowns.

On the dais, Beck and Fonn rose from their seats.

“I’m glad that’s over,” Fonn said as the Federation representative, a Jerlian female name Huvila, approached the pair.

“Admiral Fonn,” she said, extending her hand to him and ignoring Beck. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir. I saw Waystation as we flew passed it on our way here. It’s an impressive station.”

“Er…thanks.”

“I know you have duties there to attend to, but I was hoping that I might steal a moment of your time. We will be contacting Fleet Admiral Ra’al about establishing some kind of Starfleet presence on Multos. Nothing official really. Just a liaison to Frequoq Wuddle should any issues arise that we might be able to help with.”

“Frequoq Wuddle has an established relationship with Captain Beck,” Fonn said. “I’m sure he’d go to her about any problems.”

“Yes,” Huvila said, which was more of an ‘I’m not done talking’ than an ‘I agree with you,’ “But Starfleet should have a high-ranking representative on Multos, don’t you think?”

“So you want someone to be here but not really do anything?”

“The representative would advise Frequoq Wuddle in the event of a problem. Do you know of anyone who might be a good fit for such a post?”

“Absolutely,” Fonn said. “Me.”

“You?” Beck and Huvila said surprised.

“Put me down for the job,” Fonn told Huvila firmly.

“You really would leave Waystation to come here?” Huvila asked.

“Over the last year, I’ve really come to feel a connection to the Multek people,” Fonn said. “I would be honored to serve here.”

“Thank you, Admiral,” Huvila said. “I’ll see to it immediately.” She rushed off, leaving Beck and Fonn alone.

“Can you believe that?” Fonn said to Beck. “Starfleet will post me here! Here! And, like I told that pinhead from the Council, Wuddle will go to you with any problems he has. It’s perfect!”

“You’re that anxious to get away from us?” Beck asked. Honestly, it was all she could do to stop her self from shouting “Bon voyage!” at the top of her lungs and dancing a little jig.

“Come on, Captain. We both know you’d like nothing more than to have command of your station back officially. And to be honest, Waystation ended up being more trouble to me than I was expecting. It’s a nice place, but you can have it. I’ll be fine right here.”

“Far be it from me to argue,” Beck said. “But, for what it’s worth, I hope you’re happy here.”

“I think I will be. And speaking of happy, here’s the happy couple now,” Fonn said as Wuddle and Nelson approached. “How’s married life treating you?” he asked warmly.

“Um…all seven hours of it have been fine,” Nelson said, shooting a questioning glance at Beck. “How are you doing, Admiral?”

“I’m great! Fantastic even. Wonderful planet you have here, Wuddle. I’m looking forward to seeing more of it. Much more of it.”

“Good,” Wuddle said. “I hope you get the opportunity.”

“I already have.”

“Excuse me?”

“Allow me to introduce you to your new Starfleet liaison,” Beck said.

“Admiral Fonn…is moving here?” Nelson asked.

“Yes, I am!” Fonn said. “Time to celebrate. Where’s the bar?” He suddenly gave Nelson a big hug, shook Wuddle’s hand, then charged off in search of a drink.

“Does that mean what I think it means?” Nelson asked Beck.

“I think so,” Beck said smiling. “I have my station back.”

“Congratulations, Lisa. That’s great news,” Nelson said.

“Yeah. Actually it is. Don’t get me wrong. Fonn wasn’t a bad guy, and he stayed out of the way most of the time. But those rare occasions when he did poke his nose into things were a real pain in the ass.”

“No offense to him, but if I have a problem, I will be coming to you,” Wuddle said.

“That’s what he’s counting on,” Beck said. “Let the man have his fun.”

“I will. If you ladies will excuse me for a moment, I need to speak to Faddle briefly.” Wuddle gave his wife an adoring smile, then stepped over to talk to his assistant.

Beck watched Dr. Nelson for a short time. Her gaze was still locked on Wuddle, smiling lovingly at her new husband. Nelson was happy, which was nice to see. And Beck was fairly certain she’d stay happy on Multos. Between serving as head of the Enclave’s Division of Xenomedicine and being with a man who truly loved her and whom she truly loved, Nelson had a bright future ahead, even if that future didn’t involve Waystation.

“He’s a good man,” Beck said.

“Yes, he is,” Nelson replied. “I’m very lucky. Of course, so is he.”

“That he is,” Beck said. They were silent for a moment. “Have you arranged to have the rest of your things sent from the station?”

“A freighter should be picking them up in a few days,” Nelson said. “Any word on my replacement?”

“Not yet. Starfleet’s pretty focused on the Romulans right now. They’re still trying to clean up the mess that Shinzon guy left. I’m sure we’ll hear something soon, though.”

“Good.”

They fell into another silence.

“We’re going to miss you, you know,” Beck said finally.

“I know. I’m going to miss you guys, too, but you’ll see me. Wuddle and I want to have some of you visit after we get settled in.”

“We’ll be here,” Beck said.

“You’d better,” Nelson said, grabbing her former commanding officer in a long hug. “Pass that along to everyone else, will you?”

“You got it.”

A sudden agonized scream, echoing seemingly from everywhere at once, smashed the jubilant atmosphere.

“AAAAAAUUUUUUGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!”

The remaining crowd that hadn’t filtered out of the area for refreshments or to hop on a ride looked around for the source of the cry. A wide-eyed Multek rushed up to Beck and Nelson.

“Doctor Dronquoq! Doctor Dronquoq!” he exclaimed, pulling Nelson aside and whispering frantically in her ear.

“I need to go,” Nelson said to Beck once the Multek had finished. “Commander Odamya’s managed to hurt himself.”

“What happened?”

“He was having so much fun on one of the rides that he actually cracked a smile…literally. His whole face shattered.”

“Didn’t his mother ever tell him that if he frowned too much, his face would freeze in that position?”

“Guess not,” Nelson replied with a chuckle. Beck watched as she rushed away with the Multek toward her patient and her new life.

Beck was not left alone for long as Lieutenant Commander Porter stepped up beside her, picking strands of cotton candy off of his uniform.

“What happened to you?” Beck asked.

“Admiral Fonn just hugged me.”

“He’s in a good mood.”

“He mentioned that. And I’m guessing that means you’re in a good mood as well,” Porter said with a grin.

“You would be correct.”

“Well, you’ve had a pretty full day. Performed a wedding. Saved some refugees. Blasted some robots. Oversaw the opening of a culture that didn’t even believe we existed a few short years ago. And got command of your station back. How do you propose we top off such a day, Captain?”

“Honestly, I think I just want to go home.”

“May I escort you back to your Waystation then?” Porter asked with a bow.

“Yes, please,” Beck replied.

Waystation was hers again.

Her Waystation.

And all was right with the universe.



“Um…where’s my station?”

Captain Beck looked from the empty space outside the viewport to Porter, who was frantically checking the runabout’s sensors. “Did we make a wrong turn somewhere?”

“No,” Porter said, shaking his head in confusion. “These are the right coordinates, but Waystation’s gone.”



TO BE CONTINUED…






Lost The Way



It had been such a good day. Nice weather, a pretty wedding. She’d rescued some refugees, gotten her station back.

But now…

“Um…where’s my station?”

Captain Lisa Beck looked from the empty space outside the runabout viewport to Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter, who was frantically checking the ship’s sensors. “Did we make a wrong turn somewhere?”

She knew what his answer would be before he even began to reply. It wouldn’t be as simple as that. It never was.

“No,” Porter said, shaking his head in confusion and confirming her fears. “These are the right coordinates, but Waystation’s gone.”



They’re gone.

She’d repeated the same thought in her head a dozen times now, but just couldn’t comprehend it. The idea was ridiculous.

It was more than ridiculous. It was absolutely impossible.

“Cadet Beck?”

Beck shook herself out of her thoughts and came back to the present. Commander DeVoss was looking across her desk at Beck, her face filled with concern.

“Lisa?”

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” Beck said, restoring her posture to something more befitting a cadet at Starfleet Academy.

“There’s nothing to apologize for, Lisa. You’ve had a terrible shock, I know. If anyone is sorry, it’s me. I’m sorry I had to be the one to give you the news,” DeVoss said sympathetically. Beck felt her chest tighten. The last thing she needed or wanted right now was sympathy. They were gone!

They were gone.

Her parents were gone.

Her parents were dead.

“What happened to them?” Beck said, unable to prevent her throat from catching on the last word.

“I can let you read the comm,” DeVoss said, starting to turn the monitor on her desk toward Beck.

“Please,” Beck said quickly, her voice wavering as she fought to keep herself together . “Please just tell me.”

DeVoss saw the struggle on Beck’s face and turned the monitor back to its original position. “All right,” she said softly, leaning back in her chair. She let out a deep breath of her own before continuing. “Your mother and father and three other Astro- Tech personnel were on a long-range shuttle to the N’Vasst Shipyards at Andoria when their ship experienced some kind of catastrophic failure…”

Beck’s jaw tightened. Catastrophic failure? Is that what they’re calling it? My parents are dead!

“…which killed everyone aboard. Astro-Tech has not been able to determine the cause of the accident yet, but they have recovered the bodies and are transporting them to Earth.”

Beck nodded her understanding as DeVoss finished. It was all she could do without crying. The Commander let her sit silently for several moments, as her mind thrashed between devastation at the loss and rejection of the entire concept.

They’re gone.

They are gone.

Gone.

Dead.

Not coming back.

Ever.

Mom and Dad are dead.

Mommy and Daddy are…

Beck gazed over at Commander DeVoss. “What happens now?” she choked out, looking very much like the lost little girl she was feeling like at that moment.

“Do you know who the executor of your parents’ estate is?”

Beck shook her head. They’d never discussed it. Why hadn’t they discussed it? Mom and Dad were off-planet on a regular basis. Surely they had to consider what would happen if they died.

“Don’t worry,” DeVoss said, reaching across and putting a soothing hand on top of Beck’s. “Somebody knows. I’m sure they’ll make all of the necessary arrangements. And you will, of course, be granted bereavement leave to attend the memorial service. Go home. Be with your family.”

Family? What family? Mom and Dad were dead. It was just her and Kathy now.

Kathy.

Who told Kathy? Somebody had to have told Kathy already. Please let somebody have told Kathy already. Beck couldn’t. Her sister would have to find out from somebody else. Beck just couldn’t bear the thought of saying the words.

“Cadet?”

Beck numbly got up from the chair. “Thank you, Commander,” she mumbled before turning toward the door.

“I’m very sorry for your loss,” DeVoss called after her.

Beck nodded quickly, the first tears falling as she escaped into the corridor.



The space outside the runabout just looked so…empty.

“What happened to them?” Beck asked without looking away from the window.

“I’d be real happy if you could tell me,” Porter said. “I’m not picking up anything. No residual energy left over from an explosion, no debris, no transporter signatures, no subspace tears, no anything.”

“So they just vanished into thin air?” Beck demanded turning on Porter.

“Thin space really, but that’s what it looks like so far.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“I don’t either, but I can only report what the sensors are telling me. I’ll keep working on it, but if I don’t know what I’m looking for…”

“You’re looking for Waystation!” Beck snapped.

“Besides that.”

Beck dropped into her chair. “I’m sorry, Craig. That was unnecessary.”

“You’re upset. It’s perfectly understandable,” Porter replied. “Hell, I’m upset. That’s 100 decks of our friends that disappeared out there.”

“What if they’re cloaked? You’ve done it to the station before.”

“Yes, but unless the Romulans dropped off another cloaking device while we were on Multos, they’d have no way to do it. And why stay cloaked? Surely they see us sitting out here.”

“Guess there’s only one way to check for certain,” Beck said, typing commands into the console in front of her. The runabout slowly eased forward toward the position that should have been occupied by Waystation. Porter reflexively braced himself for a collision.

It never came.

“So much for the cloaking theory,” he said.

“Wasn’t much of a theory,” Beck muttered.

“It gave us something more to work with than ‘they aren’t there anymore,’ which is about as far as I’ve gotten.”

“You just need a bit more time to work on it.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, but I’m literally not seeing anything to work on. There’s not so much as a stray anomalous particle out there. I don’t have a clue where to even look for a clue.”

“Then we’ll stay here,” Beck said. “It’s not like we have anywhere to rush off to. I want answers.”

“So do I,” Porter said. “Unfortunately, the universe doesn’t always feel like giving them.”



Cadet Lisa Beck hadn’t been to many funerals in her eighteen years of life. The last one had been about six years earlier for a great-grandmother she’d barely known. Today was different. The two caskets on the dais at the front of the room contained two of the closest people in the world to her, the thought of which was, of course, the cause of incredible grief, but also, she found herself thinking, more than a little surreal.

Her parents were inside those boxes.

She could just walk up, lift the lid, and see her father or her mother. They were in the room with her, yet gone forever.

Part of her actually did want to go see them, despite the warnings from Astro-Tech and the morticians that they’d both been badly burned in the accident on their ship. Horrible as the experience would be, there would be a kind of closure in looking at the bodies. She didn’t move, though, instead remaining in her seat, silently accepting the condolences from the others at the service.

Kathy sat beside her, dressed in a simple black dress that made Beck feel out of place in her cadet uniform. Beck knew that her mother would have wanted her to wear it, though. Both her mother and her father had been so proud when Beck was accepted at Starfleet Academy, achieving a dream that neither parent had been able to fulfill themselves. Christine and Nathan Beck had done all they could to ensure that their daughter would become a Starfleet Officer, particularly Christine. She was absolutely determined that Beck would be selected to attend the Academy.

At least they’d been able to see Beck achieve that goal. She was a Cadet now. She was on her way to becoming a Starfleet Officer. But her mother and father would never see her graduate. They’d never see her off to her first posting. They’d never…

She caught herself before she was completely overcome with grief as well as fury at Astro-Tech for allowing this to happen.

Another well-wisher, Mrs. Lendak, who lived across the street from their family home in North Carolina, stepped up to Beck and Kathy and gave both girls a big hug. Beck tried to focus on what she was saying, not that it really mattered. Everyone said the same things. “I’m so sorry.” “They were such wonderful people.” “Please let us know if we can do anything.” Beck just couldn’t stop looking at the two boxes at the front of the room.

The boxes holding her dead parents.

Finally the memorial service started. Beck had never met the officiant, and she was fairly certain that her parents never had either. He spent a quick 20 minutes uttering platitudes about her mother and father, reciting back whatever details he’d been able to glean from whomever had hired him (Most likely Uncle Paul. He, as Beck found out soon after learning of her parents death, had been named executor of the estate.). While talking about Beck and Kathy, the officiant gave them a smile and a wink. A wink? Beck was sure it was supposed to be comforting, but it just felt…wrong. Her parents were dead in boxes behind the guy. This was no time for winking.

And then it was over. The gathered throng filtered out, once again expressing their condolences to Beck and Kathy, until no one but the sisters remained silently staring at the caskets on the dais as a couple of funeral home employees attached anti-grav units to them in preparation for moving them off to the crematorium. From there her parents ashes would be combined in a small container and sent off to their final resting place: the rings of Saturn. Dad had always wanted to spend eternity there for some reason.

“Do you want to see them?” Kathy asked softly, breaking the silence.

“No,” Beck lied. Of course she was still considering it, but the last thing Beck wanted was for Kathy’s final image of their parents to be the damaged corpses in those caskets. “Better to remember them as they were.”

“Uh huh,” Kathy said, not sounding entirely convinced.

“Girls?” Uncle Paul’s voice said from behind them. The sister’s turned to face their mother’s brother. “You two okay?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Kathy said, looking at the floor.

“We just wanted to see them off,” Beck said, glancing back as the caskets were floated off of the dais into the back corridors of the funeral parlor.

“Take all the time you want,” Paul said with a sympathetic smile.

“We’re done,” Beck said, drawing a quick, startled glance from Kathy. “We should probably get back the house anyway. People will be there soon.”

“No one is expecting you two to play hostess. It’s all taken care of. But tomorrow morning we’re scheduled to meet with the attorney about the wills. I know it’s awfully soon, but…”

“It’s okay,” Beck said. “I can’t be away from the Academy for too long anyway.” This prompted another startled look from Kathy.

“Okay,” Paul said, noticing the anger growing on Kathy’s face. “I’ll leave you two alone. I’ll be outside whenever you’re ready to leave.” He made a quick retreat from the room, leaving the sisters.

“You’re going back?” Kathy exclaimed angrily once Paul was gone.

“Of course I am,” Beck said. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“What about me?” Kathy demanded.

“I’m sure Mom and Dad made arrangements,” Beck said.

“Arrangements? You mean send me off to live with someone else. I don’t want that! I want to stay home! In OUR home!”

“What do you expect me to do about it?”

“Why are you being so stupid about this? Come home!”

“I can’t do that, Kathy. The Academy…”

“Fuck the Academy! What about me? You’re my fucking sister! This shouldn’t even be a question for you. You have to come back.”

“Mom and Dad wouldn’t want that. Not after all of this. They wanted me to be in Starfleet. I’m not going to throw my career away.”

“No. Can’t have something stupid like family get in the way of Starfleet,” Kathy snapped before storming toward the exit.

“Kathy!” Beck shouted after her. “Stop it! You’re being ridiculous.”

Her younger sister stopped and whipped back toward her. “So wanting to stay in my house with my sister is ridiculous, huh?”

“You’re not looking at the big picture. You’re only three years away from 18. You’ll be able to go wherever you want. Do whatever you want. But if I leave the Academy, what happens to me? They aren’t going to hold my spot for that long.”

“You could just enlist. Lots of people do.”

“That’s not what I want.”

“And, of course, it’s all about you,” Kathy said, turning back to the doors. “It’s always been about you.”

Beck opened her mouth to respond, but Kathy was already gone. Not that it mattered. She wouldn’t listen to anything Beck had to say anyway. Kathy just didn’t understand or want to understand. The universe wasn’t going to reshape itself for her. Yeah, moving would suck, but this wasn’t exactly fun for Beck either. Kathy needed to get over herself and realize that Beck wasn’t going to stop her life just to make Kathy happy.



Right now, Captain Beck did feel a bit like her life had stopped. The first few minutes after the discovery that Waystation was missing had been a frantic flurry of activity checking sensors and readouts. But now the runabout seemed to have been sitting in the same place looking at the same patch of nothing for an eternity.

Porter’s console blooped, indicating yet another negative result on yet another search. Beck was sure that it was just her imagination running away with her, but the bloop almost sounded sad. Like the computer too was growing despondent that Waystation would ever be found.

“We’re not getting anywhere, are we?” Beck asked solemnly.

“I didn’t want to be the first to mention it,” Porter replied, leaning back in his chair and rubbing his tired eyes. “Waystation isn’t there, and I can’t find any hint as to where it might have gone or how it went there. It’s like the station was never here in the first place.”

“We know it was here. I checked our coordinates. You checked out coordinates.”

“And then we rechecked them a few times. I know. But the runabout’s sensors can’t find a thing. Maybe if we had a science ship here, we could dig a bit deeper, but even then I’m not sure that we’d detect anything.”

“But it was here,” Beck insisted. “We just left yesterday. What could have happened that fast? It’s like someone was just waiting for us to leave before they struck.” Beck was silent for a moment, following that particular train of thought. “Maybe that’s it. Somebody caused this on purpose, and they did it after they knew we were gone.”

“Who? And why?” Porter asked. “And why leave us sitting out here? Unless…” Porter trailed off.

“Unless what?”

“Unless we’re completely wrong about this.”

“You lost me.”

“Maybe we’ve been looking at this the wrong way,” Porter said. “What if nothing happened to Waystation?”

“What do you mean ‘what if nothing happened’?” Beck snapped. “Look! Waystation isn’t there. Something damn well had to happen to it unless…” She stopped, suddenly getting Porter’s point. “…unless it happened to us,” she finished.

Porter nodded. “It’s certainly easier to grab a runabout than an entire space station…not that I’m saying we were grabbed. We could have just as easily shifted somehow.”

“Shifted? You mean like to another universe?”

“Or in time.”

“Oh please not that,” Beck said, rolling her eyes.

“It would make sense. There’s no sign of Waystation because it hasn’t been built yet. Or maybe it was destroyed centuries ago.”

“Assuming you’re right, which I’m really hoping you’re not…no offense…can you tell when we are?”

“Not from here. The runabout doesn’t have detailed enough information in its computer system. We need to head toward one of the Federation core worlds. Preferably Earth. It knows Earth inside and out. You’d think it was the center of the universe or something.”

“No kidding.”

“And being somewhere else in time isn’t that bad. I’d actually be relieved. One slingshot maneuver, and we’re home.”

“Slingshot? In a runabout?”

“It’s been done before. I imagine it’s a bumpy ride, but better that than trying to figure out how to breach a dimensional barrier or something.”

“Point taken,” Beck said. “But before we go running all the way back to Earth, let’s check on something a little closer.”

“What’d you have in mind?”

“Starbase 219. If it’s there, we may need to rethink your theory.”

“Unless we get there 10 years ago and throw the timeline into complete disarray with our immense future knowledge,” Porter said as Beck laid in the course.

“Always the optimist, eh, Craig?” Beck said.

“Don’t mind me. I’m sure everything will be fine.”

“No, you aren’t.”

“It might be.”

“Just stop.”

Beck sent the runabout into warp and actually felt a little bit better about things. They at least had something resembling a plan now. She was confident that the pieces would start falling into place soon, and everything would be fine.



Things had been going so well. Cadet Lisa Beck had all of her classes well in hand, the friendships she had made were strengthening with each passing day, and physically she was in the best shape of her life. She was thriving at Starfleet Academy.

And it only took five little words to send it all spiraling into crap:

“We can’t find your sister.”

Beck stared somewhat dumbstruck at her grandmother’s face on the monitor on her desk in her Academy dorm room. The older woman was near frantic, Beck could tell. And judging by the wild look to her grandmother’s hair and the bleary look in her eyes, Beck gathered that this wasn’t something that had just happened.

“Lisa! Are you listening to me?” her grandmother snapped.

“Yes,” Beck said. “What happened? What do you mean you can’t find her?”

“She’s gone!”

Beck reflexively flinched. No. She wouldn’t accept that. Kathy wasn’t gone. Not like her mother and father. Kathy was NOT gone.

“She disappeared yesterday morning. No one has seen her since.”

“Could she have gone to the woods or something?” Beck asked. Oraster Colony, where Kathy now lived with their paternal grandparents, was known more for its towering forests than its bustling cities, mostly because there were no bustling cities on Oraster Colony. The two hundred or so residents of the colony spent most of their time gathering the berries and fruits of the world’s forests, many of which were key components of medicines used throughout the Federation. It wasn’t glamorous work, but until replicators were able to reproduce the particular properties of the Oraster Colony harvests, the efforts of people like Beck’s grandparents were necessary. Of course, it also helped that the elder Becks loved the idyllic forest setting in which they lived. Judging from the increasingly clipped conversations Beck had had with Kathy since her move to Oraster Colony, her sister was not nearly as entranced.

“That’s what we thought at first,” Angela Beck said, rubbing a weary eye. “But when she didn’t come home last night, we got worried. No one’s been able to pick up her up on scanners.”

“What about caves? Are any nearby?” Beck asked quickly. “She could have fallen…”

“Lisa…”

“She could be hurt. That’s why she didn’t come back.”

“Lisa, we had three freighters take shipments out of here yesterday. We thought…we thought she might be trying to get to you. She hasn’t commed you?”

“No, Grandma. I haven’t heard anything from her. But I can’t believe that she’d just get on a ship without knowing where it’s going. I know she’s a kid and all, but even she’s not that stupid.”

“If there’s one thing your grandfather and I have learned over the last couple of months, it’s that your sister is no longer a child. She’s a ferociously bright young woman. If she wanted to leave Oraster, I have no doubt that she would find a way.”

“But where would she go? It’s not like she can just start wandering the galaxy.”

“Can’t she?” Angela Beck asked. “This is why I called you, Lisa. I don’t know what kind of contact, if any, you have with Starfleet beyond the Academy, but we need their help. Kathy is out there somewhere, and we don’t have the slightest clue where she’s heading.”

“Don’t worry, Grandma. Everything is going to be okay,” Beck replied. “I’ll take care of it, and I’ll contact you as soon as I find out anything. I promise.”

“I’m sorry we had to interrupt your studies with this.”

“It’s no problem. She’s my sister, after all. I’ll find her.”

“Thank you, dear. We love you, and we’’ll talk to you soon.”

“I love you, too, Grandma. Bye.”

“Goodbye, Lisa.”

Her grandmother closed the channel, and Beck leaned back in her desk chair and looked up at the sterile gray ceiling of her dorm room, lost in thought. If Kathy had left Oraster Colony, it was with some idea of a destination. Her sister was many things, but spontaneous was not one of them. The trick would be figuring out where Kathy planned to go, but Beck had a strong feeling that that wouldn’t be all that difficult. And she fairly certain Starfleet’s involvement wouldn’t be necessary.



“Wow are we glad to see you,” Porter said as he and Beck exited their runabout into one of the landing bays of Starbase 219 where a stone-faced Starfleet officer was standing alone in the empty bay, presumably waiting for them.

“I will take you to Admiral Remington,” the Vulcan officer, a commander by the look of her pips, said with a crisp nod and a gesture toward the bay exit.

“Thank you,” Beck said, trying to mask her own anxiousness as they stepped out into the corridor. She wasn’t able to do so for long. “Is there something going on that we don’t know about?” she demanded.

Their escort didn’t miss a step. “There are most likely many events occurring in the universe that you do not know about. You will need to clarify the question.”

“Then you haven’t heard anything about my station,” Beck said as the trio entered a turbolift, which immediately began its ascent toward the starbase’s command level.

“I am aware that you are Captain Lisa Beck and that you command Waystation; however, I have not visited the facility myself.”

“That’d be pretty hard anyway,” Porter muttered.

“I do not understand the issue.”

“Neither do we. That’s the problem,” Beck said as the turbolift slowed to a halt. The lift opened into a short corridor, which terminated at set of doors. The Vulcan pressed the door chime, then, without waiting for a response, announced, “The Waystation officers are here.”

Immediately, the doors slid open, allowing Porter and Beck to enter a large office. For all of its size, the room was certainly lacking in decor beyond a couple of chairs and a desk, behind which sat a gray-haired Starfleet Admiral.

“Admiral Remington,” Beck said, extending her hand to the officer as she strode toward his desk. “It’s good to meet you.”

Remington ignored the hand, instead waving for Beck and Porter to take the seats across the desk from him. The Waystation officers exchanged a quick glance then did as requested.

“Your visit is something of a surprise, Captain,” Remington said. “Is there something in particular that we can help you with?”

“So you don’t know?”

“Know what?”

“Waystation has disappeared!” Beck exclaimed.

“I highly doubt that,” Remington replied. “I would have been informed.” He tapped a command on his desk, then turned his desk monitor around so that Beck and Porter could see the display, which clearly showed Waystation on a long-range scan.

“That’s not possible,” Beck said. “We were just there. Well, not there, but where it should have been, and it wasn’t! There, I mean!”

“Maybe it was just hiding until we went away,” Porter said frowning.

“Something isn’t right here.”

“I should say not,” Remington said. “This was really a poorly thought-out ruse, whoever you are.” He rose from his desk, looming over the pair. “Now who are you and what do you really want here?” he demanded.

“I’m Lisa Beck,” Beck began.

“I doubt she’d agree if she were here, but my guess is that she is currently commanding her station, a station we can clearly detect with our scans.”

“Can I get access to your sensors?” Porter asked. There had to be an explanation for this. First there was a station. Then no station. Then a station again. What was happening?

“Are you out of your mind?” Remington snapped, pretty much shooting down Porter’s hopes of finding out. “You won’t be touching any Starfleet systems!”

“But we are Starfleet!” Beck insisted. “Captain Lisa Beck. Starfleet Serial Number…”

“Save it,” Remington interrupted. “Anyone could get that information about Beck as well as her mother’s maiden name and all of that.” He spun the desk monitor back to face him and tapped another control bringing up another readout that only he could see. “If you’re really Captain Beck, what is your command code for Waystation?”

“Beck-Zeta…” she trailed off, stopping herself. This wasn’t right. She shouldn’t have to do this. She turned to Porter, who was staring back at her, eyes wide. “No,” he mouthed, shaking his head.

“Well?” Remington pressed.

“This is wrong,” she said allowed, aiming the remark at Porter.

“Which part?” Porter replied, shooting a nasty look at Remington.

“No. This is wrong. I can’t explain it, but this whole thing is wrong. It just feels…”

“Wrong?” Porter offered.

“Yes.”

“You mean like the fact that no one was in the corridors outside the landing bay…or in the landing bay for that matter except for our oh-so-cheery greeter?”

“And did you hear her actually tell the turbolift to take us anywhere?” Beck asked.

“Now that you mention it, no.”

“You two are insane,” Remington snapped.

“We’ll see about that,” Beck said, nodding to Porter, who leapt out of his seat, grabbed Remington’s desk console, and started typing in commands.

“Stop!” Remington cried. “You are not allowed…”

“I can’t get into the system,” Porter said to Beck, ignoring Remington.

“Security lock-out?”

“No. There’s no system. It doesn’t actually do anything.” He reached past Remington and tapped the one command he’d seen the Admiral hit earlier. The image on the desktop console screen shifted to show Waystation. Porter frowned. “This is a static image. And it was taken weeks ago.”

“From where?”

“It’s from Starbase 219’s sensors, but, like I said, it’s old news.”

“What the hell is going on here?” Beck demanded, turning on Remington. The Admiral gaped at Beck, frozen in place. “Answer me!” Beck shouted, reaching for the older man’s shoulders. He vanished before she got there.

“Great. He’s being evasive,” Porter said.

The office disappeared around them, leaving them in blackness. The sudden shift sent a disorienting wave of shock through their heads, leaving Beck and Porter staggering.

“What…was that?” Beck said, grabbing the sides of her head.

“I don’t know,” Porter said. “Didn’t like it, though.”

“That makes two of us,” Beck replied, looking around at their surroundings, or lack thereof. “Where are we?”

“I’m going to have to go with another ‘I don’t know.’”

“This just isn’t your day for answers, is it, Craig?”

“Afraid not. I promise to give myself a thorough scolding when we get back to Waystation.”

“Let’s just worry about getting out of here first. Wherever here is.”

“Some kind of holodeck maybe? If we can find a wall, we might be able to follow it to a door.” Porter started to head off in a randomly-selected direction.

“Wait. We don’t want to get separated,” Beck said, grabbing for Porter’s shoulder.

Her hand went right through him.

“WHAT THE HELL?” both officers exclaimed.

Porter reached for Beck. His hand passed through her torso without a bit of resistance.

“I’m going to ignore where your hands just were,” Beck said.

“Sounds like all of my dates.”

“Okay. You’re definitely really you,” Beck said.

“Yep. No holodeck fakes here. You?”

“I’m me.”

“A fake you would say that.”

“Craig!”

“And that.”

“I can hurt you, you know.”

“That’s my captain,” Porter said. “So now that we know that you’re you and I’m me, we just have this minor issue of being non-corporeal and in the middle of a big black nothing. Any ideas?”

“Oh sure. Leave me with the hard part,” Beck muttered.

“You’ve got a lot more experience with other states of being than I do.”

“But this doesn’t feel like any of them. It’s different than what the Selvan did to me or when Leximas helped me fight the Critics. This…this is like…a dream. You know the dreams where you know you’re in a dream.”

“So you think we can just will ourselves awake?” Porter asked.

“It’s worth a shot. Concentrate.”

“Working on it,” Porter said through closed eyes.

Beck focused on pushing through whatever state her mind was in back to full-consciousness. She needed to get away from there. She needed to wake up. She had to…

And suddenly she was someplace else.



The house felt strange now. Foreign. Beck hadn’t been inside since she came back for the funeral. All the furniture and decorations were still there. The house was completely the same.

But it wasn’t home anymore.

Home as she knew it was gone. Gone with her mother and father.

This was just a building. The place was full of memories, certainly, but the warmth that came from being with her family was no longer here. Beck would have to find home elsewhere. Not in this museum to the past.

There was just one more bit of business to attend to.

All there was left to do was wait.

Night had fallen by the time the door to the house finally slid open.

“Lights,” Beck’s sister’s voice called from the foyer. The foyer fixture obediently illuminated, its glow visible in the living room where Beck sat in shadow. Yes, it was a bit over-dramatic, but then so was running away and hopping a freighter to get back to Earth.

Beck could hear Kathy let out a long sigh, then head into the living room on her way toward the kitchen.

“Long trip?” Beck asked.

Kathy screamed, leaping back toward the wall as she did so.

“Lights,” Beck ordered, rising from her seat.

“Dammit, Lisa!” Kathy cried. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“You aren’t seriously going to ask me that,” Beck said.

“Yeah, I think I am. What are you doing? No. Wait. I don’t even want to know. Get out.”

“I’m not leaving, Kathy.”

“The hell you aren’t. I’ll call the police. It’s my property. You got the beach house. This place is mine.”

“Not until you’re eighteen. Until then, I’m holding it for you.”

“Fine. Stay. See if I care,” Kathy snapped, storming into the kitchen.

“Neither of us are staying,” Beck retorted, following her. “You’re going back to Oraster. Grandma and Grandpa are really upset.”

“I’ll call them and tell them I’m fine, but I am staying here,” Kathy said. “This is my home!”

“We’ve been through this, Kathy. You can’t live here alone.”

“Then come back!” Kathy cried. “We belong here!”

“It’s…it’s just a house,” Beck said.

“NO!” Kathy screamed, tears welling in her eyes. “IT’S HOME! Everything I have, everyone I know is here! We live here!”

“I don’t anymore,” Beck said quietly. “We have to move on.”

“That’s easy for you!” Kathy shot back, the tears flowing freely now. “You’ve got Starfleet and a bunch of new friends. What about me? You shipped me off to that crappy colony…”

“Mom and Dad decided…”

“They’re not here! You are. And you’re not doing a damn thing about it.”

“No? I just begged for permission to leave the Academy for a couple of days to chase you down. I’m missing class and possibly hurting my future because I’m here dealing with you and your complete inability to GROW THE FUCK UP! You want to live here? Fine. Come back in three years and take the place over. It’ll be all yours. Until then, you are going back to Grandma and Grandpa! You don’t want to go to a new school and make new friends? Tough. What do you think I’ve been doing in San Francisco? It’s hard. All of this is hard. But we’re going to deal with it and get on with living our lives.”

Kathy muttered something under her breath, all the while fixing Beck with an evil glare.

“What was that?” Beck snapped.

“I said, ‘Convenient for you, you fucking bitch.,’” Kathy said, carefully enunciating each word.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“What do you think it means?” Kathy shot back. “You get what you want. Starfleet. The Academy. And I get stuck at the ass end of space. What about what I want?”

“It’s not realistic,” Beck said.

“Yeah, I’m getting that. How stupid of me to think that my own sister would love me enough to want to keep our family together in our own house.”

“Kathy.”

“Forget it.” Kathy spun and headed back toward the foyer.

“Where are you going?” Beck called. She tapped a couple of commands into the console on the end table beside her before chasing after her sister.

“Away from you,” Kathy replied, starting up the steps leading from the foyer to the second floor.

“You can’t stay here.”

“You’re going to stop me?”

“If I have to.”

“Just leave. It will be easier on both of us.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Then you’re going to be stuck here a long time.”

The front door chime sounded.

“I don’t think so,” Beck said.

“Who is that?” Kathy demanded.

“You didn’t leave me any other choice.”

“WHO IS IT?”

Beck activated the front door, which slid open revealing two local police officers. She had contacted them as soon as soon as she arrived in town, filling them in on the situation with Kathy. Another message sent when Kathy walked into the house, brought a patrol car to the house, where the officers had been waiting for Beck’s signal, a signal Beck had hoped she wouldn’t have to send. But Kathy hadn’t left her any choice.

“Miss Beck, you’re going to need to come with us,” the lead officer said to Kathy. He turned to Beck. “We’ll see that her guardians are informed.”

“Thank you,” Beck said as Kathy slowly descended the stairs, glaring at her older sister as she went.

“I’m sorry, Kathy,” Beck said. “I love you, but…”

“Get me out of here,” Kathy said to the officers. She pushed past them and out the door.

The lead officer gave Beck a sympathetic look and a nod. “It’ll be okay,” he said. “Night, ma’am.”

The door closed, leaving Beck alone in the empty house that somehow felt even less like home than it had before.



Beck blinked several times to clear her vision. She was on her back on some kind of table, looking up at a ceiling made up of gray metal panels. From the soft thrum she could hear in the background, Beck guessed that she was on some kind of ship.

And something was on her head.

Beck snatched at whatever it was, yanking a vaguely-helmet-shaped mass of metal and wires off of her skull and throwing it to the floor. She was on her feet in an instant and moving to the table beside hers, where Porter lay. She could see his eyes rapidly moving behind his eyelids. He was fighting. Struggling to break through to consciousness.

Before Beck could move to help him, the door to the room opened, and a Multek woman rushed in, blaster in hand.

“How did you do that?” the Multek demanded.

“Who are you?” Beck demanded right back as she took a step toward their captor. She stopped, staring at the newcomer. “Do I know you?”

“We’ve met,” the woman said darkly. “I am Pophlie!”

“Not ringing any bells.”

“I captured you and the other human!” Pophlie said, striding forward and waving her weapon at Porter.

“Give me a minute.”

“You were going to make me rich!” Pophlie said threateningly, moving closer to Beck with her blaster.

“Wait. You were the one who wanted to display us in the sideshow kind of thing, right?” Beck asked.

“YES!” Pophlie shouted, now mere inches from Beck.

Beck suddenly hit her with a quick right cross, knocking the Multek to the floor. “I remember now,” Beck said, scooping the blaster up from the fallen Multek. “I wasn’t real happy about all that. And this definitely isn’t improving my opinion of you.”

“You weren’t supposed to wake up,” Pophlie said, getting to her feet as she watched the gun in Beck’s hand warily.

“Yeah well, plans don’t often go the way they’re supposed to. Now wake him up.”

“What if I refuse?”

“I’ll kill you, then figure out how to wake him up myself. But this way is faster and doesn’t end with you as a corpse. Move it.”

Pophlie quickly stepped over to a large console dominating the far wall of the room and got to work. A few moments later, Porter groaned and began to stir.

“It’s okay, Porter,” Beck said, rushing over to him. “Take it slow.”

“Only speed I’ve got right now,” Porter mumbled as Beck removed the helmet from his head with one hand, all the while keeping the blaster trained on Pophlie with the other. “Where are we?”

“Captured by a Multek with a grudge.”

“It’s not Pophlie is it?”

“See! He remembers!” Pophlie said excitedly.

“How did you know that?” Beck asked, helping Porter sit up.

“She’s the only Multek with a grudge against me, I think. And she was kind of hot.”

“Thank you,” Pophlie said flattered.

Beck rolled her eyes. “We’re getting out of here. Where’s our ship?”

“In my landing bay, but…what are you going to do with me?”

“That’s for the Multek authorities to decide,” Beck said. “Now how many lackeys are we going to have to fight between here and the landing bay?”

“Lackeys?” Pophlie asked confused.

“Followers. Employees. Guards.”

Pophlie looked down at the floor, shuffling her feet a bit. “I…I don’t have any,” she said embarrassed.

“What happened?” Porter asked. “You had your own horde!”

“The authorities really cracked down on people in my line of work.”

“You mean kidnappers and smugglers?” Beck said pointedly.

“I couldn’t pay my men any more, so they left,” Pophlie continued, ignoring Beck.

“Oh. I’m sorry to hear that,” Porter said. “Well, not really, but still, it’s obviously tough on you.”

“Would you stop flirting with her, so we can go?” Beck said.

“I’m not flirting,” Porter said.

“Yes, you are.”

“She’s right,” Pophlie said. “I like it, though.”

“That’s it. I’m shooting the next person who talks,” Beck said. “Out the door. Both of you!”



“Runabout Cumberland, you are cleared to land in Docking Bay Two,” Commander Walter Morales’ voice said over the runabout’s comm system.

“Thank you, Morales. We’ll be right in,” Beck said, unable and unwilling to stop the broad grin from spreading across her face.

“I have never been happier to see this place,” Porter said.

“You never know what you’ve got until it’s gone,” Beck said.

“Are we resorting to cliches now?”

“Abject sentimentality,” Beck said.

“Even worse.”

“But when we thought the station was gone, I…I about lost it, Craig. It hit me just how much you all mean to me. I’ve already lost one family. I don’t think I could have faced losing another.”

“I was pretty much hanging out in the land of denial about the whole thing myself,” Porter said. “But no matter what, you wouldn’t have been alone.”

“I know,” Beck said, smiling at Porter. She suddenly reached over and hugged him. “You’re a good friend, Craig. Thank you.”

“Always,” Porter replied, returning the hug.

“All right. Enough of that,” Beck said, breaking the embrace. “Let’s go inside, grab the others, and get thoroughly drunk.”

“Now you’re talking. I’d say that after having our minds messed with by a Multek with a pointless vendetta, we’ve earned it.”

“Absolutely,” Beck said, steering the Cumberland into the waiting docking bay. “I just have wonder what the hell Pophlie thought she was going to be able to do with my command codes if she got them. Take over the station single-handedly? That’s just crazy.”

“You need to drink.”

“That’s not going to make her plan any clearer.”

“No, but after a few drinks, you won’t care.”

“You have a point. She’s the Multek authorities’ problem now anyway. Let them deal with her.”



“I ran into a small snag,” Pophlie whispered, leaning close to the comm unit in front of her.

“What kind of snag?”

“I was arrested.”

“Arrested?”

“Yes. This is my one comm I’m allowed.”

“What about Beck?”

“She escaped.”

“And our equipment?”

“Confiscated by my government.”

“This is an unmitigated disaster.”

“Not entirely,” Pophlie protested.

“How so?”

“I think I have a chance at a date with the human named Porter when I’m released.”

“We will no longer require your services.”

“I’m still getting paid, right?”

“Please do not contact us again. We will be proceeding through other avenues.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Good bye, and our condolences on your incarceration.”

CLICK.

“HEY!”



Much drinking had indeed occurred, and Beck had a made point to spend some time talking to each of her officers and friends. She managed to control any more bouts of unbridled mushiness, but just being with each person, enjoying their presence, was sufficient to warm her heart. That combined with the effects of the synthehol was enough to make her downright toasty.

Now, back in her quarters, she knew she should just allow herself to revel in her drunken state until sleep claimed her.

But she found herself pushing away the synthehol, sitting down at her desk, and pulling up a comm address long buried in her personal data storage.

She’d kept track of Kathy’s movements over the years, not that there had been much to track. Her sister had taken over their parents’ house as soon as she was old enough and even followed in their footsteps, taking a position at Astro-Tech after completing her doctorate in advanced propulsion theory.

In all of the years since that night in their house, though, they hadn’t said word one to each other. Beck had asked to speak to Kathy the first couple of times she commed her grandparents after Kathy was returned to them. After Kathy refused each time, Beck got the hint. She didn’t pursue it, deciding that Kathy would talk to her when she was ready.

That moment never came. Beck knew she wasn’t blameless in the situation, though. She’d never tried to contact Kathy again. Honestly, she didn’t even think about her all that often. What she’d told Porter on the runabout was pretty much right. She’d lost her sister as well as her parents.

But no more. They were sisters. No amount of time could change that.

Beck opened the comm channel and waited, wondering how Kathy would react upon seeing her face.

She never got to find out.

“The party you have reached is not available. If you would like to leave a message, please stay on the line.”

Beck moved to cut the channel, but stopped herself. Even a message would be a start.

“Kathy. Hi. It’s Lisa. I…I just wanted to talk to you. To see how you were. It’s been a long time. Too long. I’ve been thinking about you. Comm me back, if you get the time. I hope to hear from you.”

She closed the commline and sighed, leaning back into her desk chair. She’d tried. Only time would tell if her sister was still lost.




All Ahead Full



There were so many better ways Captain Lisa Beck could have been spending her time at that moment. The never-ending pile of padds on her desk dealing with various aspects of station business needed to be dealt with, the Chief Administrator of Ghorlin Colony was waiting for her to comm him back, and she really could use a bit of lunch.

Instead, she was trapped in her office listening to this.

“If you think you can tarnish the fine name of the Double D Diner and Dillon Enterprises with this desperate and pathetic maneuver, you are quite mistaken,” Mister Auditmi, the acting CEO of Dillon Enterprises stated, waving a threatening finger at Baughb, the Andorian proprietor of McBaughb’s. Beck had known Baughb for many years. He was her usual waiter at the Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet Andorian restaurant long before he opened his own place on the upper level of Starfleet Square Mall. In all that time, she’d never seen him irritated, much less angry…until now.

“If you think I am responsible for this, you have no respect for much less understanding of Andorian culture!” Baughb snapped, his antennae quivering.

“No one throws up after eating at the Double D! It just doesn’t happen! You sent those two Nausicaans! Admit it!”

Beck resisted the urge to crack a joke about Nausea-caans and let the two businessmen continue their “discussion.”

“I have nothing to admit.”

“It was deliberate sabotage!”

“If an Andorian wishes to sabotage your establishment, you will know it! All that will be left of your k’svarting excuse for a restaurant is a smoking pile of debris!”

“You hear that, Captain?” Auditmi said, whirling toward Beck as fast as his hefty Zakdorn frame would allow. “He’s threatening me.”

“Actually, he’s just stating a fact,” Beck said, resting her head on her hands as she leaned on her desk. “Andorian tactics are rather straight-forward.”

“Just ask Mister Dillon when he returns,” Baughb said. “He has seen Andorians in action.”

Yes, he has, Beck thought. But I don’t think he’s coming back. It had been three months since President Bradley Dillon disappeared along with a handful of officers from the USS Explorer. In his absence Vice President Heran Roloi had been running the Federation from Earth, which had made life on Waystation a tad less hectic, and thus far the general populace was unaware that Bradley might be gone forever. Life in the Federation would go on, but Beck’s life wasn’t going to get any better until she got Baughb and Auditmi out of her office.

“What about the Nausicaans?” she asked, breaking into the argument.

“What about them?” Auditmi said.

“Are they okay?”

“As far as I know, they are still in the Infirmary. The staff there cannot determine what is really wrong with them. Of course, considering that they are functioning without a qualified Chief Medical Officer…”

“Our new doctor is en route and will be here tomorrow,” Beck said, cutting him off. “But I’m sure the Infirmary staff can handle a simple case of food poisoning.”

“We did not poison anyone!” Auditmi insisted.

“And I did not send them,” Baughb said.

“And maybe they got too drunk last night and their stomachs weren’t quite ready to eat this morning,” Beck said with a tired sigh. “Corporate sabotage is not the most logical conclusion here, Mister Auditmi.”

“I knew you’d take his side.”

“I’m not taking anyone’s side.”

“You like their food better than ours.”

“Yes. I do. But that has nothing to do with this,” Beck said. “I…” She was cut off by the sound of her desk comm unit bleeping. “Excuse me,” she said, turning her attention to the comm unit. Any sort of interruption would be welcome right now. She activated the comm.

“Beck here. Go ahead,” she said. She was expecting to see Commander Walter Morales or one of the other Waystation command officers on the comm screen. It was more than a little surprising to instead see the thin graceful features of Fleet Admiral Nosira Ra’al. “Admiral Ra’al!” Beck exclaimed, proving the whole being surprised thing.

“Captain Beck,” Ra’al said, all business. “I assume you’ve heard the news about President Dillon’s return.”

“He’s returned!” Auditmi cried excitedly. He grabbed Beck’s desk monitor and turned it to face him. “Where is he? Is he okay?”

Beck snatched the monitor back and put it in its proper position. “I’m not alone at the moment, Admiral.”

“I can see that,” Ra’al said darkly.

“Would you gentlemen excuse me?” Beck asked.

“I must hear about Mister Dillon!” Auditmi demanded.

“You’ll hear it later,” Beck said. “Now get out!”

“Thank you for your time, Captain Beck,” Baughb said with a slight bow before exiting. Auditmi gave the desk monitor one last longing look, then followed.

“Sorry about that, Admiral,” Beck said. “Please continue.”

“I’m guessing by your response that you had not been informed about the President after all.”

“It takes news a while to get out to us sometimes.”

“In this instance, he almost got to you before it did. You can expect the President to be arriving tomorrow on the Aerostar-A. The USS Explorer will be arriving as well to pick up its officers.”

“So everyone is okay?”

“As far as we’re aware.”

“What happened to them?”

“That is what I wanted to speak with you about, Beck,” Ra’al said. “Based on the debriefings of the participants in this incident, it appears that President Dillon was secretly working on a time travel device and used it to go back into Earth’s past.”

“Time travel?” Beck said surprised. “Why would he want to do that?”

“We’re not certain. But, as you can imagine, that has been quite the topic of discussion in the Federation Council since they received word of his return. This lack of certainty is also a problem for us.”

“How so?”

“President Dillon commandeered Starfleet resources and personnel for actions which could have easily resulted in a disruption of the timeline. Quite frankly, we no longer trust him…not that we really trusted him before, but until now we didn’t have any reasons to believe that he might be acting against Starfleet’s best interests. From now on, Beck, I want you to keep an eye on him.”

“You want me to spy on the President?”

“Just monitor his activities. If he has some other plans in the works that could put us at risk, we need to know about them.”

“With all due respect, Admiral, I don’t think…”

“This isn’t open for discussion, Captain,” Ra’al snapped. “I’ll be expecting weekly reports. Starfleet out.”

As the screen went blank, Beck leaned back in her chair and groaned. She was relieved to hear that Bradley Dillon was safe. Despite their differences in the past, she did consider him to be a friend…of a sort. But his return had just complicated her life in oh so many ways. Why did he have to show up tomorrow? The station’s new Chief Medical Officer, a Dr. Diantha, was arriving then. Now Beck would be lucky to say two words to the new doctor. And the spying? Was Ra’al serious? Of course she was serious. That was the problem.

Beck groaned again. Why had she wanted command of the station back from Admiral Fonn so badly?



“He isn’t here,” Beck said to Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter as they stood in Docking Bay Four watching the runabout carrying the station’s new Chief Medical Officer make its final approach. She pulled at the collar of her dress uniform in a futile attempt to make it stop choking her. Unfortunately, strangulation seemed to come standard with the dress whites. That’s why they were universally reviled by Starfleet Officers. She didn’t know a single person who liked them. The grey and black standard duty uniforms weren’t bad. Comfortable. Smart-looking. But the whites… Confining and they showed every single stain. Who had come up with these awful things?

“I told Russell to be here,” Beck continued.

“There was some kind of situation at McBaughb’s.”

“Please tell me it involved Baughb skewering Auditmi with something long and sharp.”

“Couldn’t tell you,” Porter said as the runabout passed through the forcefield at the docking bay entrance and touched down on the deck.

“I guess we’re doing this then,” Beck said, straightening her pose a bit to appear more formal. “Quickly. The Aerostar-A docked five minutes ago.”

“Greet and run. Got it. You know anything about this new doctor?”

“Just her name. Dr. Diantha.”

“Just Diantha?”

“That’s what was in the information from Starfleet. No species. No personnel history. No nothing.”

The runabout hatch opened. “Looks like we’re about to find out,” Porter said.

“Remember, we’re going for a good first impression here.”

“Before we run away.”

“Exactly,” Beck said, taking a step forward to greet whomever was about to emerge from the runabout.

Honestly Beck hadn’t formed any real expectations about the new doctor assigned to be Waystation’s Chief Medical Officer. But even with no expectations, the woman who came into view was something of a surprise.

Mostly it was the feathers.

“Captain Beck, I presume,” Dr. Diantha said, striding down the runabout ramp to Beck and Porter. She was tall, even taller than Beck, and easily pushing two meters. Most of her body was covered in white feathers, which ran down her arms to her wrists. From there, long jagged fingers extended. The doctor’s head reminded Beck most of a Bald Eagle. Diantha had the same regal head structure and piercing eyes, but a snubbed soft beak that moved almost like lips when she spoke. The feature that really caught Beck’s attention, though, was the doctor’s two large wings, which at this time were folded behind her, the mid-joints jutting up halfway up the avian’s officer’s head, and covered in golden feathers. The uniform top she wore was more of a wrap than a shirt, allowing the wings to be accommodated.

“Y-yes,” Beck said, recovering herself. “I’m Captain Lisa Beck. This is our Science and Operations Officer, Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter.”

“Nice to meet you,” Porter said warmly, extending a hand to Diantha.

“Hello,” Diantha said, her voice exuding the exact opposite of warm as she eyed Porter’s hand disdainfully.

“Welcome to Waystation,” Beck said.

“Thank you, Captain. I understand that…”

“I’m sorry to do this, but we really have to go. If you’ll remain here, our Chief of Security will be here in just a moment to help get you settled in.”

“But…” Diantha began to protest as Beck and Porter raced for the exit.

“We’ll talk later,” Beck said, dashing out of the docking back with Porter and leaving Diantha alone.

Out in the corridor, the pair almost ran over Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell, who was rushing toward them.

“Is she here yet?” Russell asked, out of breath.

“Just arrived,” Beck said. “Get in there.”

“But she seems kind of flighty,” Porter said. “Try not to ruffle her feathers.”

“I’ll be all charm,” Russell said, pasting on a smile.

“I don’t doubt it,” Beck said.

“And I wouldn’t worry,” Porter said. “It will just take her some time to get used to the pecking order around here.”

“I’ll tell her everything she needs to know,” Russell replied. “But now for the important thing. How does she look?”

“Oh, she’s quite a chick,” Porter said.

“Really?” Russell said his smile broadening. “You two get going. The welcome wagon has arrived.” He gave his uniform a straightening tug and strolled into the docking bay.

“You’re terrible,” Beck said to Porter as they quickly headed off toward the docking arm where the Aerostar-A waited.

“I try.”

“No, really. I think you hit actual evil on that one.”

“I’m sure I owe it to him for something or other.”

“Do you owe me for anything?”

“I guess we’ll have to find out, won’t we?” Porter replied with a wag of his eyebrows.



The airlock to the Aerostar-A was still closed when Porter and Beck arrived, which was at it should be. Beck had asked Commander Morales to stall them as much as possible to give her and Porter time to get down there. Normally, she just would have had Yeoman Tina Jones meet the Aerostar-A and be done with it, but with President Dillon on board, Beck felt she really needed to meet the ship herself, especially considering her orders from Fleet Admiral Ra’al. Instead, she’d told Jones to wait in the Welcome Center to assist anyone else who might be boarding the station from the Aerostar-A. Hopefully that wouldn’t require much work, since anyone coming from that ship should be leaving on the USS Explorer, which was due to arrive before too much longer. At least Beck hoped it wouldn’t be much longer. She really didn’t need those people sticking around and making her life difficult.

“Beck to Morales,” she said, slapping her commbadge once she and Porter were in position. “We’re ready.”

“I’m giving them the all-clear,” Morales replied over the comm. Almost immediately, through the widow in the airlock door, Beck saw the door on the Aerostar’s end of the docking arm open…and nothing happened.

Almost a minute later, Bradley Dillon stepped into view, head held high and decked out, as usual, in an impeccably tailored suit. One thing Beck had always felt about Bradley was that he had presence and he knew how to use it. It seemed natural somehow that he’d ended up in politics (even if he hadn’t actually been elected). Several members of his Special Secret Section (who had swarmed to the Aerostar-A as soon as it was known that Bradley was on board) were behind him, looking around for any possible threat to the Federation’s Commander-In-Chief.

The group reached the Waystation end of the docking arm and opened the door. Spotting Beck, Bradley broke into a large smile. “Captain!” he said, shaking her hand. “It’s good to see you again.” He turned to Porter, and repeated the handshake. “Mister Porter.”

“Mister President,” Porter said.

Bradley fixed his attention back on Beck. “I trust all has been well while I was away.”

“Busy, but we’ve muddled through,” Beck said. “I’m happy to see you’re all right. We were worried when we heard about your disappearance.”

“Ah…well…as you know, Captain, the universe can be a dangerous place. The unexpected can happen at any moment.”

“And was what happened to you unexpected?”

The genial smile on Bradley’s face never wavered. “Some aspects, but this is neither the time nor the place to discuss such things. I’ve just come home, after all, and I would very much like to return to my quarters.”

“They’re just like you left them…over a year ago,” Beck said.

“I would expect nothing less.”

“You’re really not going to talk to me.”

“We are talking.”

“Bradley.”

“Captain, I have no intention of just standing here. If you wish to continue this conversation, we can do so as we walk.”

“Fine,” Beck said, falling into step beside Bradley as the Special Secret Section took up positions both in front of and behind the President and the Captain. The group quickly moved off down the corridor, leaving Porter behind. He was about to head off himself when we spotted the group of officers from the USS Explorer who had disappeared with President Dillon entering the docking arm from the Aerostar-A. While Captain Beck had pretty much nothing but disdain for Captain Andy Baxter, Porter didn’t have anything against the man. Of course, he didn’t really have anything for him either. Baxter, did, however, have the lovely Ariel Tilleran under his command. Maybe Porter could start a little small talk and find a way to casually ask how Tilleran was doing.

He quickly changed his plan when he got a good look at the faces of Baxter, Counselor Kelly Peterman, and Dr. Janice Browning. All three of them just looked…beaten. Baxter, who was pushing a little girl in a hover-stroller, came out first.

“Captain,” Porter said, with a nod of his head.

“Yeah,” Baxter replied flatly. And that was it. Peterman and Browning didn’t so much as glance at Porter. Instead, they silently made their way into the nearest turbolift. Porter heard Baxter order it to the Welcome Center, and then they were gone.

So much for small talk.



“Was there something specific that you wished to discuss?” Bradley asked as he and Beck moved along the corridor.

“I wanted to know how you were doing,” Beck replied, quickly growing irritated.

“I’m fine.”

“What happened?”

“It’s a bit complicated to get into, but I promise that I’m planning to make a speech that will clear up everything.”

“A speech. I have to wait for a speech. How long have we known each other?”

“Many years, but I doubt even you would go so far as to say that we’re good friends,” Bradley said.

“No, but I was concerned about you. I don’t dislike you, you know.”

“I’m sure that’s not even true some days,” Bradley said with a smirk.

“And I’m sure there are days that the feeling is mutual,” Beck replied.

“Even so, the fact that I don’t want to tell you my story at the moment is no reflection on my feelings toward you. I simply don’t feel like repeating myself over and over, as I’m sure would end up happening if I let it. To allay your concerns, though, I’m fine. And I’m very glad to be back.”

“So you’re staying?”

“This is my home,” Bradley said. “I’m looking forward to being back in my own environment and getting back to the business of running the Federation and Dillon Enterprises.”

“Are you sure Mister Auditmi is going to give you control back?” Beck asked with a grin.

“Took to the job, did he?”

“Somewhat. He certainly seemed to be keeping a close eye on things.”

“That’s why I hired a Zakdorn. It’s what they do.”

“Yes, indeed,” Beck said. She let the conversation falter for a moment. There was no real smooth way to move the conversation to what Ra’al want to know, so… “So…any big plans now that you’re back?”

“I have a few new business ventures in mind, but nothing all that exciting,” Bradley said.

“Okay. So nothing that I, as station commander, should be aware of?”

“If there is, I’ll be sure to let you know.”

“Good. Because if you need…”

“Mister President! Mister President!” Beck and Bradley both turned to look for the source of the insistent voice heading their way. Beck inwardly groaned. Joan Redding. Of course she wouldn’t let a story like the President’s return slip by her without trying for an exclusive interview. Redding quickly reached the group and practically shoved Beck out of the way to get right in Bradley’s face. “Mister President, Joan Redding. AWN News.”

“I am well aware of who you are, Ms. Redding,” Bradley replied.

“Then are you also aware of the rumors swirling around your extended-absence?” Redding said. Beck stepped back, allowing Bradley’s group to move off down the corridor without her. Redding wouldn’t get anywhere with Bradley, and Beck had absolutely no interesting in watching her try. Bradley was not one to provide information unless he wanted to, which would make what Fleet Admiral Ra’al had asked of Beck all the more difficult. Didn’t Starfleet have actual spies for this kind of thing?



Yeoman Tina Jones was too involved in the padd she was reading to notice the two men looming over her table in Victoria’s Pub that evening. They both suddenly slammed their beer mugs down on the table, causing her to scream and leap up in alarm.

“Now those are the reflexes of a security officer,” Porter said, sliding into a chair next to Jones.

“She could be a bit more observant of her surroundings, though,” Russell said.

“You have no room to talk on that subject,” Porter replied.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You don’t notice things either.”

“Yes, I do.”

“Oh really? What about that mugging in the mall last week?”

“It was a Horta. Two of them. They’re rocks. How was I supposed to know what they were doing? They’re ROCKS!”

Jones tossed her padd in front of Russell. “Wanna look at my Xeno-criminology textbook?” she asked.

Russell winced. “Ewww. You’ve got that this semester?”

“Yep. And Introduction to Unarmed Combat.”

“Good class,” Russell said nodding. “Painful, but good.”

“What do you mean painful?”

“The instructor liked to use me to demonstrate the techniques.”

“I can see that,” Porter said. “Practice dummy works for you.”

“Don’t you even start with me after what you pulled this afternoon.”

“What’d I pull?” Porter asked innocently.

“Yeah. What’d he pull?” Jones added eagerly.

“Diantha,” Russell said flatly.

“The new doctor?” Jones asked.

“Striking, isn’t she?” Porter said grinning.

“She’s a bird.”

“Does that mean attractive?” Jones asked confused.

“No, she’s a bird!” Russell repeated. “With wings and everything.”

“She’s avian?” Jones exclaimed. “Wow! I can’t wait to see her!”

“I’ll bet she can wait to see you,” Russell groused. “The woman didn’t stop complaining from the moment I stepped into the docking bay.”

“Well, the captain and I did run out on her kind of abruptly to meet the Aerostar-A,” Porter said.

“Did you see President Dillon?” Jones asked. “How did he look?”

“Fine. I didn’t get a chance to talk to him, though. I need to try to track him down tomorrow.”

“What for?” Russell asked.

“Rumor is he built a time machine,” Porter replied. “If it’s true, I want to see it. Or at least hear what technology he used.”

“Typical,” Russell said. “The universe could be coming to an end, but as long as there was a time machine involved, Craig wouldn’t care.”

“At least death by temporal erasure wouldn’t hurt,” Porter said.

“Maybe we could try it on Doctor Diantha.”

“Come on, Sean. She can’t be that bad,” Jones said.

Russell launched into an impression of the avian officer’s haughty tone, “The captain is rude. Dumping me with you is very inappropriate. These corridors are too cramped. The ceiling in these quarters is too low. This replicator doesn’t have an adequate selection of meals. This sofa is making me molt.”

“She molted?” Porter asked.

“Okay, I made that last bit up, but she said every bit of the rest of it. The infirmary staff is in for a real treat when she shows up for her first shift tomorrow.”

“Just be glad the Explorer and the Aerostar both left already,” Porter said. “If they’d stuck around, we’d be getting a real treat as well. You know how Captain Beck feels about Baxter and friends. Speaking of, did you talk to them, Tina? They looked pretty miserable when they got off of the Aerostar.”

Jones bit her lip. “Um…yeah. They…they definitely weren’t acting real happy. And the captain may not be off the hook completely. They didn’t all…”

“Waits to Russell,” Russell’s commbadge barked suddenly.

“What is it, Mike?” Russell asked, slapping his commbadge.

“I’m not sure, sir. We’re getting some weird reports from the arboretum.”

“What kind of reports?”

“Panic. Screaming. That sort of thing. I was about to send Shust down to check it out, but I thought I’d better let you know first, since…you know…it’s weird that anything would be happening…there.”

“Tell Shust I’ll meet him down there,” Russell said as he stood up from the table. “He is NOT to go in without me.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll let him know. Waits out.”

“The flowers are pissed and they aren’t going to take it anymore,” Porter said chuckling.

“With our luck, you’re probably right. See you guys later,” Russell replied then headed for the door.

“If it does turn out to be a sentient plant species, save some for me,” Porter called after him. “I could get a good paper out of it.” He finished off the last of his beer then drummed his hands on the table a bit. “I guess I should let you study,” he said to Jones then got up from his seat.

“Um…okay,” Jones said. “Enjoy your evening.”

“Will do,” Porter said before strolling out of the pub.

Best he enjoy himself now, Jones thought. Because when the captain found out that not all of the Explorer officers had left with their ship, no one in Ops would going to be in a very good mood tomorrow.



As ordered, Ensign Brendan Shust was waiting at the arboretum doors when Russell approached. Seeing his commanding officer, Shust got his phaser rifle into position. “I’m ready to go in, sir,” he said.

“Do we have any idea what’s actually inside?”

“Not really. The last couple of people who ran out were screaming something about a monster. Good thing I brought the big gun.”

“You always bring the big gun,” Russell said.

“And this is why.”

Russell decided that there was absolutely no reason for this conversation to continue and instead approached the arboretum door, trying as best he could to peer through the frosted viewport in the door to get a look at the room’s interior. He wasn’t having much luck, with it being frosted and all, so, seeing little in the way of other options, he pulled out his phaser and stepped inside, Shust following close behind.

“What does this monster look like?” Russell whispered.

“I don’t know. They just said monster,” Shust whispered back.

“You didn’t ask them any other questions?”

“They seemed kind of busy with their screaming and fleeing.”

“Ah…gotcha.”

Just inside the doors was a tree-lined path that led to the main gardens inside the three-story chamber that took up a good portion of levels 38 through 40. And while there were trees in the arboretum, it wasn’t like the room was a thick forest. Russell was certain they’d spot whatever was running around soon enough.

Shust wasn’t taking any chances. He had his rifle at the ready and was constantly sweeping the trees, looking for even the slightest sign of movement. Finally, the pair reached the end of the tree-lined path and emerged into the center of the arboretum, where several other paths led off into the various sections of plants, shrubs, and flowers from around the galaxy.

Russell looked around and shook his head. “I’m not seeing a thing here, Shust. Maybe those people where just…GREAT BIRD!” Russell grabbed Shust and hit the deck as what he’d very accurately described as a great bird buzzed over their position.

“I’ve got it!” Shust exclaimed, scrambling back to his feet and aiming his rifle.

Russell uncovered his head and followed the track of the soaring creature. It took a couple of moments for it to click in his mind what he was seeing and then…

“WAIT!”

“I’ve got a shot!” Shust protested.

“I know her!”

Shust lowered the rifle and turned on Russell. “Her? HER? You…know. Wow. You really do get around, sir.”

“Not like that!” Russell snapped. “That’s Doctor Diantha.” Shust looked back at him blankly. “Our new CMO?”

“We got one?”

“Yes! Commander Morales announced it this morning in the daily station notes he sends around. You’re supposed to read those things, you know.”

“With all due respect, sir, but don’t you just have Lieutenant Waits tell you the highlights?”

“Yes, but…that’s not the point.”

While this conversation was proceeding, Dr. Diantha had reached the far wall of the arboretum and had turned and was making her way back to Russell and Shust’s position. Russell leapt up and started waving his arms in an attempt to flag the soaring doctor down.

Diantha complied, touching down next to Russell and Shust and folding her wings back in as she eyed the intruders with displeasure. “What do you want, Mister Russell? I am attempting to exercise, even though this facility is less than adequate. Actually, that statement implies that this room is somewhere in the general range of adequate, which it most certainly is not. It’s terrible, and…”

“You can’t fly here,” Russell said firmly. In all honesty, he wasn’t aware that Diantha could fly at all. When he first met her, he assumed the wings were just a leftover part of their evolution and incapable of actually propelling her through the air. Whoops.

“I…can’t,” Diantha said frowning. At least Russell hoped that was a frown on her beak and not a sign of imminent attack.

“You’re scaring the other arboretum visitors. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

“Then just where do you suggest that I exercise?”

“Not here.”

“I am going to have words with the captain,” Diantha spat, stalking past Russell toward the path to the exit.

“Try her tomorrow morning,” Russell called after Diantha. “She might be able to fit you in.”

“Oh do not worry. She WILL see me.”



“What do you mean she can’t see me?” Dr. Diantha demanded the next morning.

“She’s in with someone right now,” Commander Walter Morales replied apologetically. “I’m sure she’ll be done soon, if you’d like to wait.”

“You are certain it will be soon?”

Morales glanced over at Beck’s office door. “It will if Captain Beck has anything to say about it.”



The office had been quiet for several moments now as Captain Beck let out several deep breaths and fidgeted with her ear. Across the desk from Beck, Kelly Peterman, who at that moment should have been on the USS Explorer rapidly speeding away from Waystation if there was any justice in the universe, sat unmoving in her chair, her eyes locked on Waystation’s commanding officer waiting for a response.

“You want to be our counselor?” Beck said finally. Someway, somehow, Captain Andy Baxter was responsible for this. He wasn’t here to annoy Beck in person, so now he was sending members of his family after her. What had she ever done to him?

“Yes, ma’am,” Peterman said eagerly.

“Aren’t you already the Explorer’s counselor?”

“They found a replacement while we were…in my absence. Besides, I would like a change. Look for new challenges, you know?”

“But here?”

“I think I could be useful on Waystation.”

“Er…”

“And you don’t have a counselor currently,” Peterman stated.

“That’s true,” Beck said hesitantly. Waystation’s previous counselor, Ray Miller, had left under mysterious circumstances about two years earlier. He said it was some kind of secret project, but Beck couldn’t imagine what kind of secret project would need a counselor…especially one like Miller.

“Then this would fit both of our needs perfectly,” Peterman said.

“Counselor,” Beck said, putting her hands together and resting them on her desk as she leaned forward to address Peterman. “This just isn’t the way Starfleet does things. There are forms to fill out. Oh Great Bird are there forms to fill out. I’d be surprised if Command had even gotten around to completing the ‘Missing Officer’ work on you, much less the ‘Oh Wait, She’s Not Missing’ and the ‘What Was She Doing While She Was Gone’ pieces.”

“Actually, Commander Larkin took care of all of that when the Aerostar-A brought us back to the 24th century,” Peterman replied.

Beck smiled weakly. “Nothing like having an android on your side,” she said.

“Absolutely. Of course, she’s not really on my side anymore. She’s on Captain Conway’s. Well technically we’re all on the same side, but she serves at his side…and on his ship…and not on mine…not that I’m on a ship anymore.”

“I got it,” Beck said, holding up her hand for Peterman to stop. If that didn’t work, she would either resort to begging or a phaser.

“In any case, I’m free to be your counselor.”

“Uh huh. Can I be blunt with you for a moment, Peterman?”

“Sure.”

“We don’t need you.”

“Don’t be silly. Of course you do.” Her eyes narrowed at Beck. “Don’t tell me you’re one of those people who doesn’t believe in counseling.”

“Not at all. It’s just…to be honest the Waniquanbi Group has been satisfying all of our counseling needs.”

“The Waniquanbi Group?” Peterman asked confused. “Who is that?”

“It’s a private psychology practice that opened up here nine months ago. In exchange for space on the station, they provide mental health care to all Starfleet personnel on board. So far, it’s been a great arrangement for all concerned.”

“You privatized your counseling?” Peterman asked in horror.

“Um…yes,” Beck said confused as to why this was an issue.

“But another Starfleet counselor could have…”

“No one wanted to come out here,” Beck snapped, finally having had enough. “We solved the problem, though. We’re fine. Thanks for the offer. Now if you don’t mind, I have work to do. Feel free to talk to Commander Morales or Yeoman Jones about arranging transportation back to the Explorer. Goodbye.”

“I still want the position,” Peterman said firmly.

“Excuse me?”

“You never filled the Counselor post, so it’s available. I want it.”

“Weren’t you listening? You won’t have any clients.”

“Maybe. Maybe not,” Peterman said. “Maybe some of the crew would prefer an actual Starfleet counselor over some civilian.” That was of secondary concern to her, though. President Dillon wouldn’t be going to the Waniquanbi Group. In fact, unless Peterman took action, Bradley probably wouldn’t talk through his problems with anyone at all. He was the only client she needed on Waystation.

“Fine,” Beck said, throwing her hands up. “If I say no, you’ll probably just go above my head anyway. If you want the job, it’s yours. Have fun.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Peterman said grinning as she stood up from her chair. “You have my word that I will do my best for the sake of the Federation.”

Beck stared at her blankly. “Yeah,” she said after a couple of moments. “You do that. Bye now.”

Peterman gave her a jovial wave, then headed out of Beck’s office. Before Beck could even lean back in her seat to try to deal with what had just happened (Why her? Why here? Would this mean even more visits from the Explorer? What had she done to deserve that?), her office doors slid open and Dr. Diantha charged in without so much as a warning knock.

“This is unacceptable!” Diantha announced, slamming her fist down on Beck’s desk.

“You got that right,” Beck said, fighting down a flash of anger. “I don’t know what things were like at your last posting, Doctor, but I like people to ring the door chime before the come in. It’s called courtesy.”

“When some is shown to me, I will consider it,” Diantha replied. “But I have experienced nothing of the sort since I arrived in this gireth-forsaken place.”

“If this is about our abbreviated greeting yesterday, you just need to get over it. This is a busy place. Stuff like that is going to happen,” Beck said.

“That is the least of my concerns,” Diantha retorted. “What I cannot accept is the blatant disregard for my requirements.”

“What requirements?”

Diantha let out an exasperated hiss. “Did you even read them?”

“I don’t think I even got them.”

“You…didn’t…get them?” Diantha said, cocking her head. Her eyes bulged slightly. “Personnel.”

“Probably didn’t send whatever it is you’re talking about,” Beck said. “They aren’t exactly known for their customer service. Now that what requirements are we talking about here.”

“I need a place to fly.”

“Fly? You can fly?”

“I am Keetooan,” Diantha said, as though that should have explained everything.

“Oh,” Beck said, pretending that it did indeed explain everything.

“And there is no room on this station large enough to accommodate me.”

“Um…holodeck?”

“While holodecks are more than capable of simulating large landscapes for the grounded by moving the floor under your feet, it has a bit more difficulty dealing with avians.”

“But can’t it…”

“I fly into the walls.”

“Oh,” Beck said again. “Maybe the arboretum…”

“Mister Russell already banned me from there. Evidently there were…complaints. But I must have a place to exercise.”

“I understand. Let me see what I can figure out,” Beck said.

“Please do so quickly.”

“You wouldn’t want to see a counselor, would you?”

Diantha glared at Beck. “Certainly not!” she said.

“Just asking,” Beck said.

“I will await the results of your figuring. In the meantime, I will explore other options,” Diantha said with a curt nod of her head, then swept out of the office.

Moments later, Beck’s door chime sounded. “Come in,” Beck said tiredly.

The door opened and Commander Morales stuck his head in. “You okay?” he asked sympathetically.

“I have a headache,” Beck replied.

“I could ask the doctor to prescribe you something.”

“She is the headache,” Beck said. “Half of it anyway.”

“Do I need to guess who the other half is?”

“Probably not.”

“Well, look at it this way, at least President Dillon isn’t the one annoying you,” Morales said.

“Yet, Walter. The key word is yet.”



Moments after he stepped into the reception area of his office, Bradley Dillon found himself trapped inside a pair of steely arms.

“Mister Dillon!” Gisele, his assistant of many years exclaimed happily, squeezing Bradley one more time before releasing him and retreating back to her desk. Bradley grinned as he smoothed out his slightly-rumpled suit. He’d never seen Gisele react like that, but it was nice to know she was doing it for him. “We’ve missed you, sir,” she said, forcing herself back into a more professional demeanor.

“I’ve missed you as well,” Bradley said, patting her warmly on the hand. “Is everything where I left it?”

“Most certainly. I checked it myself as soon as I got back to Waystation from the Explorer.”

“Ah yes. I hope the trip back wasn’t too stressful for you. I know my departure was rather…abrupt.”

“I’m just glad to know you’re okay. What happened?”

“A lot and nothing,” Bradley replied enigmatically. “I’ll explain it all to everyone in my speech this evening. I can’t have the populous thinking I abandoned them.”

“No one would ever believe that.”

“Of course they would,” Bradley said heading toward his office doors. “But not after they’ve heard what I have to say. I expect to be working for most of the morning, Gisele. Please alert me should anything urgent arise.”

“Yes, Mister Dillon.”

Bradley entered the confines of his office, allowed the doors to close behind him, and let out a contented sigh as he surveyed its majesty. Dark wood paneling. Floor to ceiling bookcases filled with antique leather-bound volumes. A desk that practically had its own gravitational pull. This was the place he felt most himself. His very own private sanctum sanctorum.

He strolled happily over to the desk and tapped a switch, causing a bookcase on the right wall to spin around revealing a mini-bar and replicator, then went and ordered up his morning meal. Initially he’d entertained the thought of having breakfast at the Waystation food court, just to mingle with his constituents a little bit, but he’d awakened that morning so rested and refreshed that he’d wanted to get to his office and get right to work. He knew that he was anxious to be home and in his own bed, but he hadn’t expected to sleep so soundly. Evidently the relief he’d felt at disposing of that infernal temporal vortex generator and finally finishing this chaotic phase of his life had allowed him to go positively unconscious.

But now it was time for work! As was his custom, he started his morning with a perusal of the states of his various business ventures and accounts. Construction was proceeding apace on the new Starfleet Suites Hotel being built within easy reach of the Mall of Antares. His chain of Dillon’s Supply Depots was performing adequately, but not spectacularly. Over the next few days, he would have to hold a conference comm with his store managers to discuss marketing possibilities to push things along. They were usually a good group when they put their heads together.

Satisfied that his business affairs were in order, Bradley pulled up his personal messages as he prepared to comm Gerald Bouvier, his presidential aide who acted as his eyes and ears in the Federation Capital on Earth. As he expected, there was not much there. Very few people were able to comm him directly without going through Gisele or his aides in the Federation government. There were, however, five comms from his parents. He idly activated the most recent one.

“Bradley, it’s your mother. Are you ever coming back? Well, when you do, give us a comm. Oh, have you heard from your brother lately? We haven’t had a peep out of him in a couple of years now! Go use some of that power of yours to make him comm his parents. Bye.”

Bradley rolled his eyes. He was the President of the United Federation of Planets and the CEO of an interplanetary business conglomerate. He had far better things to do with his time than track down wayward family members. His brother would turn up. He always did. If their parents wanted to talk to him that badly, they could find him themselves.

Shoving that particular bit of nonsense forcefully out of his mind, Bradley activated the comm unit in his desk and attempted to contact Gerald Bouvier’s office on Earth. Moments later, the thin face of his aide appeared on the viewscreen.

“Mister President!” Bouvier exclaimed in his heavy French accent. “It is good to see you again, sir.”

“And you, Gerald. How is my Federation this morning?”

Gerald frowned. “You do not know?”

“Know what?”

“I assumed they would have… Ah. Wait. Allow me to start over.”

“Perhaps you should,” Bradley said, his mood darkening rapidly.

“All of Paris is abuzz with the news of your return, but your absence has raised even more questions in the Federation Council. Many of them were not happy with your mission on the Explorer to begin with, but now…if the rumors are true…”

“And what rumors would those be?”

“That you attempted to alter the timeline for your own gain.”

Bradley threw his head back and laughed. “Is that what they’re saying?” he asked, regaining control of himself.

“Yes, Mister President. The Council is quite disturbed by this perceived misuse of your office.”

“And they would have every right to be…if it were true.”

“Which it is not,” Gerald said, relief evident in his voice.

“Not at all,” Bradley said. “But these rumors must be dispelled. I’ve prepared a speech that I would like to deliver across the Federation this evening.”

“You prepared? But your speech writers…”

“I needed to handle this one myself, Gerald. Just make sure that AWN and UFPN are on board to carry the broadcast. If Krinokor wants in, that’s fine, too. The Klingons may be interested in what I have to say.”

Gerald shifted uncomfortably. “Tonight may be a problem,” he said.

“And why is that?”

“When the Council learned that you had returned, they quickly formed a committee to investigate your activities. Their ship should be arriving at Waystation sometime today. That’s what I thought you were comming about.”

“Who’s on the committee?” Bradley asked.

“Councilor P’Kee of Vulcan, Nransk of Andor, Drubk of Tellar, Lundhet of Althos Four, and Oncan Gresell of Napea.”

“Some of my biggest fans,” Bradley muttered sarcastically.

“They volunteered.”

“I don’t doubt it. Thank you for the information, Gerald. I’ll prepare for their arrival.”

“Will you be canceling your speech?”

“Yes, but get the networks on board for tomorrow. If P’Kee and his cohorts want to have an inquisition, they can do it in front of a live Federation audience.”

Gerald nodded. “Good luck, Mister President.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, but I don’t think luck is going to resolve this situation. I’ll be in touch.” Bradley smacked his hand against the comm panel, cutting the channel, then leaned back in his desk chair, lost in thought.

None of the five Councilors on the committee had been pleased that Bradley had bought his way into power three years earlier. He had hoped that after some time had passed, they would let the matter drop and get on with the business of government. Obviously, that was not the case. They seemed to believe that recent events had given them the opportunity they needed to start the process of removing him from power.

They were mistaken.

Of course, that was no reason for him not to be a gracious host. He would be very gracious…within reason.

He tapped the comm panel on his desk again. “Gisele?”

“Yes, Mister Dillon?” Gisele’s voice replied.

“I will be visiting Starfleet Square Mall shortly.”

“I’ll alert the Special Secret Section for you.”

“Thank you.”



As Bradley left his office and stepped back out into the outer reception area, he found Mr. Auditmi pacing the floor in front of Gisele’s desk. “Waiting for me?” Bradley asked.

“Mister Dillon!” Auditmi said happily, rushing over to shake Bradley’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to see you safe and sound, sir.”

“Are you sure about that?” Bradley asked as members of his Special Secret Section subtly slid up on either side of him in their customary protective positions.

“I’m afraid I don’t follow,” Auditmi said confused, falling into step beside Bradley (or beside the Special Secret Section operative beside Bradley rather) and walking with him out into the main corridor of the Dillon Enterprises complex toward the nearest turbolift.

“I just wondered if you really wanted to hand control of Dillon Enterprises back over to me.”

“Oh most definitely. I had no idea how much you had to do in a day.”

“Sure you did. I delegated most of it to you even before I left.”

“But not all of it. The decisions you have to make…and the planning.”

“Not your area. I know. That’s why I picked you,” Bradley said, patting Auditmi on the shoulder. Auditmi stopped at looked at Bradley in confusion as Bradley stepped into a turbolift with his bodyguards. “I wanted someone who would do things my way,” Bradley explained. “So it was either you or a hologram of me. I was tempted to go with the hologram, but, frankly, those things have a troubling tendency to start thinking for themselves. But you did an excellent job while I was gone, so I know I made the right decision. Thank you very much.”

Bradley ordered the turbolift to the lower level of Starfleet Square Mall, and the doors closed, leaving a stunned Auditmi in his wake.

“I…think,” Auditmi said, protesting to no one in particular. He quickly shrugged off the slight. Really, it wasn’t even a slight. Mr. Dillon had congratulated him on a job well done. And now he had monthly ledgers to review! With that happy thought it mind, Auditmi headed back to his office with a spring in his step.

Bradley’s turbolift deposited him and his small entourage onto the lower lever of Starfleet Square Mall a short time later, and he started a casual stroll toward the Waystation Welcome Center, which didn’t exist when he left on the Explorer a year ago. Evidently Captain Beck had seen fit to expand Yeoman Jones’s operation while Bradley was away. It was a wise move. Waystation’s visitors needed more than the old Liaison Office could provide.

He nodded and waved at a few patrons in the mall, who were currently gaping at him. He never did get tired of seeing that reaction to his presence. It was something he missed on the Explorer.

“Just the man I wanted to see,” a jovial voice called from behind him. Bradley turned to see Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter jogging toward him. The Special Secret Section operatives had their phasers out in an instant.

“Woah, fellas!” Porter said, sliding to a halt and putting his hands in the air. “I just wanted to talk to the President for a moment.”

“How are you, Mister Porter?” Bradley said. “It’s good to see you.”

“You, too. We thought we’d lost you there for a bit.”

“Yes. The situation was… Well, it was what it was.”

“I heard part of that ‘was’ involved time travel. Is that true?”

“Yes, but, as I told Captain Beck, I’ll be explaining it all later. I had a speech, but plans have changed slightly. Still, I will have my say.”

“I’m sure you will, but I was more interested in how you accomplished your time travel,” Porter replied.

Bradley smiled. “Of course. Always the scientist.”

“It is kind of what I do around here. So how did you do it?”

“I obtained certain technologies from the Bast that allowed me to generate a temporal vortex. I’m afraid I can’t explain it much better than that. I was using the work of others throughout most of the process.”

“Do you still have it?” Porter asked eagerly.

“Have what?”

“The vortex generator,” Porter said, even more eagerly.

Bradley opened his mouth to speak, then stopped, frowning. His eyes widened a bit and went glassy. “I disposed of it,” he said flatly.

“You what?” Porter exclaimed.

“I disposed of the infernal contraption. It brought me nothing but trouble. And she was never here.”

“Huh? Who wasn’t here?”

“What who?” Bradley asked.

“You just said ‘she was never here’?”

“Who’s she?”

“That’s what I was asking you.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You were the one talking about it!”

“Not to be rude, Mister Porter, but I really must excuse myself from this insane conversation. Good day.” And with that, Bradley turned and strode off toward the Welcome Center, his Special Secret Section matching him step-for-step as Porter watched and wondered what the hell had just happened.



“I’m telling you, it was weird,” Porter said that evening as he and Russell left the mall food court after dinner. “I asked him about the time machine, and suddenly he’s babbling about some woman not being there.

“Well was she?” Russell asked.

“Was she what?”

“There.”

“No. It was just me, Bradley, and two of his big, musclely friends, both male.”

“Too bad.”

“What do you mean? Aren’t you already spoken for?” Porter asked grinning.

“Huh?”

“I heard you and the new doctor have become pretty close.”

“She’s complained and yelled at me, and I had to chase her out of the arboretum. How is that close?”

“I don’t know. Sounds like your average relationship to me…except maybe for the arboretum part.”

“Weren’t we talking about President Dillon?”

“Awww. Don’t want to discuss your personal life?”

“No,” Russell said firmly.

“Fine.”

“Thank you. So he was acting weird.”

“Yeah, he was. He seemed…dazed when I asked him about his temporal vortex generator,” Porter said.

“Maybe he doesn’t like technobabble.”

“I don’t think that was it.”

“Honestly, I’m sure he’s got a lot on his mind. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but the Federation Council has sent several representatives to talk to him about his disappearance. They’re evidently having some kind of inquest tomorrow.”

“Yikes,” Porter said. “That could definitely qualify as a distraction.”

“Exactly. I’m sure it’s got him distracted and edgy. Tina told me he had a confrontation with Counselor Peterman in the Welcome Center. Tina blamed it more on Peterman and said she seemed more worked up than Bradley, but…”

WHOOOSH!

A white and gold blur suddenly soared over the officers’ heads, drawing a surprised cry out of Russell.

“Was that…?” Porter asked, pointing at the rapidly retreating flying figure.

“Diantha,” Russell grumbled, slapping his commbadge. “Russell to Doctor Diantha. Land immediately.”

“I just got started,” the doctor replied over the comm.

“I don’t care. Land!”

“Why?”

“You can’t fly here!”

“Why?”

“Because…this is a mall! There’s no flying here!”

“I do not see that regulation posted anywhere.”

“Don’t make me shoot you down when you come around again,” Russell threatened.

“I do not appreciate your tone.”

“I don’t appreciate yours either. And weren’t you going to talk to the captain or something?”

“I did. She has not provided me with an answer yet.”

“So you took matters into your own hands.”

“Wings,” Porter offered.

“Wings,” Russell said.

“Do not mock me!” Diantha snapped.

Russell turned on Porter. “Thanks. Now she thinks I’m mocking her.”

“Weren’t you?” Porter asked innocently.

“Shut up!”

“I will not listen to that kind of talk,” Diantha said.

“It wasn’t aimed at you anyway, but my phaser will be if you don’t LAND!”

“Very well,” Diantha said in a huff. In the distance, Russell could see her land on the mall’s lower level. “But I will be speaking to Captain Beck about this tomorrow!”

“You do that.”

“And I’m going to the holodeck,” Porter said.

“You do that, too!” Russell bellowed. Porter waved and headed off, leaving Russell alone. A sudden realization struck him. “Hey!” he shouted, jogging after Porter. “That was my holodeck reservation.”

“Guess you’d better hurry up then,” Porter called back.

“Craig!”



Captain Lisa Beck opened the lid of carry-out cup of steaming hot mizz’nit that she’d picked up as a part of her breakfast from Waystation’s Andorian restaurant and sighed, leaning back in her desk chair. “I told them no chunks,” she muttered. Beck had the morning duty shift, and, rather than just getting breakfast from her office replicator, she’d decided to place a pickup order. Maybe that had been a mistake. She’d know for sure when she opened her omelet. If they’d forgotten the extra kelzts fungus, there’d be hell to pay.

Expecting the worst, Beck unwrapped the omelet and was hit by an oh-so-welcome smell. They’d remembered the kelzts. All was right with the universe.

She’d just managed to get the first bite into her mouth when her office door chime sounded.

“Come in,” she called through a mouthful of Andorian breakfast goodness. As the doors opened and Counselor Peterman stepped into her office, Beck instantly regretted not actually looking up to see who was at the door before granting them entry. The woman had only been on board for two days. What could she possibly want from Beck already?

Beck gulped down the bite in her mouth. “Good morning, Counselor.”

“Morning, Captain. Do you have a minute?”

“As long as you don’t mind me eating while we talk.”

“No no. You go ahead,” Peterman said, taking a seat across from Beck. “I just came by to talk to you about Bradley Dillon.”

“What about him?” Beck asked before putting another fork-full into her mouth.

“How well do you know him?”

“We’ve been on the same station for seven years. Well six really, since he was on your ship for a year. I wouldn’t say we’re close friends, though. Why do you ask?”

Peterman shifted in her chair. “I really shouldn’t be discussing this with you considering doctor-patient privilege and all, but since the safety of the Federation is at stake, I kind of have to. The man needs counseling.”

“Counseling,” Beck said flatly.

“Yes. We can’t have a person with this much responsibility on his shoulders feeling this much pain.”

“Granted I haven’t seen much of Bradley since he returned to the station, but he seemed fine to me.”

“Exactly my point. He’s in denial. You have to help me get through to him.”

“Let’s back up here a second, if we could. Just why do you think he’s in so much pain?”

“How much do you know about what happened to us?”

“Just what was in the official report,” Beck replied. “There was an accident on the Explorer, and you, Bradley, and three other Explorer officers were sent back in time. I may be remembering this wrong, but wasn’t there a baby involved, too?”

“My daughter.”

“Ah. I didn’t realize you’d brought a baby on board with you.”

“I didn’t,” Peterman said uncomfortably. “She’s on the Explorer.”

“With your husband. I see.”

“Back to the point, we were sent back in time, but the President was responsible. The whole purpose of the mission to find the Bast was so that he could get a part for his time machine. Taking us back in time with him was an accident. He intended to go alone.”

“Why would he want to go back in time?”

“For Leximas.”

“She was there?” Beck asked surprised.

“I don’t know why completely, but she was. Bradley went to the 21st century to find her and bring her back here,” Peterman said.

“So let me get this straight. Bradley Dillon built a time machine and sent a starship a thousand light years to the middle of nowhere just so he could find Leximas.”

“Yes. He was madly in love with her, and she could not be with him. But now he’s acting like nothing happened.”

“Well, he is kind of a pragmatic guy,” Beck said. “He may just be able to take no for an answer.” Or more likely, Peterman was nuts. Bradley could have a dramatic streak sometimes, but there wasn’t a gram of romance in his entire body.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Captain. This is love we’re talking about. No one deals with ‘No’ well in love. He has a problem, and he won’t face it.”

“I hate to break this to you, Counselor, but maybe he just has more pressing issues on his mind,” Beck said.

“What could be more pressing than his heart?”

Beck snorted. “You haven’t been watching the news, I guess. Several members of the Federation Council are on board currently, and this afternoon they’ll be raking Bradley over the proverbial coals about your little trip back in time. Rumor is that they’re going to hook him up to a lie detector, and, lucky us, we can all watch the fun live on holovision.”

“I had no idea,” Peterman said stunned.

“You can see why his attention might be focused elsewhere.”

“Yes,” Peterman replied distractedly as she stood up. “I need to go.”

“Don’t let me keep you,” Beck said, instantly returning to her omelet as Peterman exited her office.

She managed to get about three bites in before her door chime sounded again. “Come in,” she said, against her better judgement. Dr. Diantha stormed into the office, making Beck wonder if it would be possible to somehow suffocate herself in her omelet and end her misery. “Are you two a tag team?” she asked instead.

“What two?” Diantha demanded, obviously put out about something (and Beck had a good idea what).

“You and Counselor Peterman. This is the second day in a row you’ve been to my office within minutes of each other.”

“Does she have complaints about this poor excuse for a…”

“Just stop the tirade right there,” Beck said, holding her hand up. “I already know all about it.”

“Then you understand why I will be demanding a transfer,” Diantha said.

“I know we’ve had a bit of a bumpy start, Doctor, but I’m hoping that won’t be necessary,” Beck said. Especially after all the trouble I went through to get a new CMO in the first place, she added to herself. “I requested your file from Personnel, and it was waiting for me this morning. I’ve already asked Lieutenant Commander Porter to add the recipes that were in it to the replicator in your quarters. His staff will also be taking care of the specialized furniture requirements in your file.”

“Really,” Diantha said, her mood softening slightly. “What about my exercise?” she asked, still wary. “I must have room…”

“…to stretch your wings. I can imagine,” Beck said then sighed. “That’s the one thing we really don’t have here. The best I can offer you is the mall.”

“Mister Russell already evicted me from the mall.”

“I know, but I think we can arrange something,” Beck said. “I mean it’s not like anyone else is using the mall airspace. Will it be sufficient for your needs?”

“It will do,” Diantha said.

“So can agree to skip the transfer?” Because if you don’t, one of us will experience death by breakfast food, Beck thought.

“I am willing,” Diantha said. She bowed her head slightly. “Thank you, Captain.”

“You’re welcome,” Beck said.

“Now then, if you’ll excuse me, I must see to the infirmary. I do not know what your previous CMO was like, but the staff there has absolutely no concept of proper medical decorum.” Beck briefly considered defending Diantha’s predecessor, but, considering that Diantha had already turned and was halfway to the office door, Beck thought better of it. She was mere moments away from having her office to herself again.

Wait for it.

Just a second more and…

There.

Diantha was gone, and one crisis had been resolved. Unfortunately the day’s larger crisis was out of her hands. While she didn’t approve of how Bradley had obtained the Federation Presidency, she didn’t relish the idea of seeing him publicly crucified by the Council members who had arrived the day before. Of course, in the end it would all come down to Bradley’s motives in going to the past, not to mention what happened while he was there. Peterman’s revelation that Leximas was on 21st century Earth was more than a little surprising. She could wait until the afternoon and get Bradley’s version of events during the inquest, but Beck was not that patient. And she wasn’t sure that she could stomach watching it anyway. She decided instead that it was time to do a little research of her own.



“Welcome back to this AWN News special presentation of…”

BA BA BABA BAAAAAAAAA

“…The Dillon Inquest. I’m Joan Redding.”

“Oh why are we watching her?” Captain Beck asked in disgust as she emerged from her office into Ops, where the officers on duty were watching AWN’s broadcast on the main viewscreen.

“Shouldn’t we support our local channel?” Commander Walter Morales asked. “They are right on board.”

“Besides,” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter said, “the commentators on UFPN won’t shut up about what everyone is wearing.”

“Isn’t Krinokor supposed to be showing this thing?” Beck asked.

“They were…for about five minutes,” Porter replied. “As soon as they figured out there wouldn’t be any blood, they went back into a rerun of last year’s Race To An Honorable Death.”

Beck frowned. “I already know who won that.”

“So do we. That’s why we’re watching this,” Morales said.

“All right,” Beck sighed, grabbing a chair. “Who’s got the popcorn?”

On the viewscreen, Bradley Dillon was front and center, seated in the middle of one of the Dillon Enterprises conference rooms, his right hand resting on a sensor for the Napean-made lie detector unit, while the Councilors questioning him sat at a long table facing him. Up until now, their questions had focused more on establishing the basic facts than anything else.

Did you order the Explorer to find the Bast? Yes.

Did you intend to obtain technology from the Bast? Yes.

Was this technology for a time machine? Yes.

Did you then use this time machine to travel to Earth’s past? Yes.

And so on.

“He’s a goner,” Porter commented.

“At least he’s telling the truth,” Beck said.

“Yeah, but the truth is going to send him to a rehabilitation colony,” Porter replied. “Tampering with the timeline…”

“Just wait,” Beck said.

“You know something, don’t you?” Commander Morales asked.

“Maybe,” Beck said. She was already getting annoyed with the proceedings. The Councilors all looked way too smug about the whole thing…even the Vulcan, P’Kee.

Councilor P’Kee rose from her chair again to address Bradley. “Mister President, you have thus far described to us the basic series of events that occurred in this incident. I will now to turn the panel’s attention to the motivation behind your actions.”

“By all means,” Bradley said.

“We know that you visited the past, which, as you know, is a most serious matter, hence the existence of a Department of Temporal Investigations in the Federation.”

“Yes, I am aware of that,” Bradley said.

“Why, then, did you feel it was necessary to visit the past?” P’Kee asked.

“The Directors sent me,” Bradley replied.

“What?” Porter exclaimed, his head whipping toward Beck. “Is he serious?”

“Captain Baxter’s debriefing seems to back him up.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Councilor P’Kee appeared to be equally skeptical of the statement. “The Directors?” she asked, glancing over at the lie detector monitor.

“That is correct.”

“Your visit to the past was in no way intended to extend the reach of your business empire or enrich you financially?”

“Absolutely not,” Bradley said.

The Andorian Councilor, Nransk stalked over to the lie detector and tapped it roughly several times. “Is this thing even on?”

“It’s functioning perfectly,” Councilor Gresell of Napea replied, the irritation evident in his voice that his world’s technology would be questioned.

P’Kee silenced her colleagues with a look, then turned back to Bradley. “What reason would the Directors have for sending you back in time?”

“I was there to help stop the Critics and their forces from disrupting the timeline and erasing the Federation as we know it from existence.”

“Oh come on!” Nransk shouted. “That thing didn’t even blink!”

“Because he’s telling the truth,” Gresell shot back.

“No he’s not!” a female voice shouted from the side of the room. Kelly Peterman strode into the center of the conference room and planted herself in front of Bradley’s chair. “Isn’t it true that you did all of this just for a woman?”



“Oh no. No no no,” Beck mumbled, hiding her head in her hands. That room was supposed to be full of Councilors…not a Counselor.

“Um…what the hell is this?” Porter asked.

“It’s Counselor Peterman’s pet theory,” Beck said. “Bradley did all of this because he was in love with Leximas and couldn’t stand to be without her.”

The officers in Ops looked at each other for a few moments, then started laughing.

“Yeah right,” Porter said. “The only way he’d do that was if she was made of latinum.”

Bradley didn’t appear to be at all fazed by the interruption or the question. “No,” he said calmly. “I did it because the Directors needed me to.”

“But you were in love with her, weren’t you?”

“Madam, that will be quite enough,” P’Kee said, her voice booming through the conference room as two members of the Special Secret Section took hold of Peterman. “Please escort her from the chamber.”

“Just a moment,” Bradley said. “I want her to hear this. I want all of you to hear this. I realize that my actions have been rather unorthodox, but the Directors obviously deemed them necessary. Because of their guidance, I was able to travel back in time, and, by joining my efforts with those of some of Starfleet’s…officers…we were able to prevent the destruction of the galaxy as we know it and stop the Critics. If the citizens of the Federation wish to punish me for that, so be it!” Bradley finished, slamming his left fist down on the armrest of his chair.

“Oooh. Nicely done,” Porter said.

“The man is good with a speech,” Beck admitted. “Don’t you think, Morales?”

Morales, who had been lost in thought, jolted slightly. “Wha? Oh, yeah. Yes. He’s quite the speaker.”

On the viewscreen, the occupants of the conference room were watching Bradley silently, considering his words.

“You never answered my question,” Peterman said finally.

“Get her out of here!” Nransk ordered. The Special Secret Section got back to the business of dragging Peterman the hell out of there. To Bradley’s credit, Beck noted, he did not appear to be reveling in the Counselor’s misfortune. He didn’t even watch her unceremonious departure.

“Now Councilors,” Bradley said, addressing his interrogators once Peterman was gone. “I believe we should see about concluding this affair, if you would not mind.”

The Councilors could do little but acquiesce to Bradley’s request, and within five more minutes, Joan Redding was sputtering in an attempt to fill the air time left empty by the abruptly concluded inquest.

“Ladies and gentlemen, what we’ve seen here is…an…extraordinary series of events. We have expert commentary scheduled…in about an hour. Until then, I would just like…”

“Show’s over, people,” Beck said, signaling for Porter to shut off the viewscreen. Joan Redding disappeared, making way for the star-filled vista visible out of the Ops viewport.

Porter shook his head and let out a low whistle. “Remind me to never take Bradley on…in anything.”

“He’s not a man to underestimate,” Beck said.

“And he’s still the President,” Porter said.

“Yes. Yes, he is,” Beck said, her face filling with determination.

“Uh oh. What’d I just do?”

“Nothing. But I’ll be in my office. There is a comm I need to make.”

“Somebody’s in for it,” Porter said to Morales once Beck had entered her office.

“Yeah,” Morales said distractedly.

“Something wrong, sir?”

“What? No,” Morales said, shaking it off. “I’ll deal with it later.”

“Well, that’s two loops I’m officially out of,” Porter said, turning his attention back to his console. Morales didn’t respond, not that Porter expected him to. The Commander was a big boy. Whatever was on his mind, he could deal with himself.



“Captain Beck,” Fleet Admiral Ra’al said on the monitor on Beck’s desk. “I’m surprised to hear from you so soon. Do you have some information for me?”

“Of a sort,” Beck said. “I don’t suppose you watched what just happened out here.”

“The Council’s sideshow act? I caught the tail end of it. If they’d read the debriefings we conducted of Captain Baxter and his officers who were with President Dillon in the past, they would have known they were wasting their time.”

“So you believe him.”

“I have no reason not to.”

“I’m glad that you feel that way,” Beck said. “It makes saying this a bit easier.”

“Saying what?”

“I won’t be spying on President Dillon for you.”

“Excuse me?” Ra’al said, her face darkening. “Last time I checked, I was your superior officer, by a fair number of ranks.”

“And last time I checked Bradley Dillon was the President of the United Federation of Planets, the organization we serve, which makes him your superior by a fair margin as well.”

“His position does not shield his actions from scrutiny.”

“I think what we watched today certainly proved that,” Beck said. “Now I’m not saying I’m President Dillon’s biggest fan. We’ve had our differences on more than one occasion, but I have never known him to act against the interests of the Federation. He’s a businessman, Admiral. He is not about to hurt the society that provides his livelihood.”

“I do not trust him,” Ra’al said firmly.

“You’re certainly allowed, but I really don’t think it’s wise or helpful to make that Starfleet’s official policy on the subject. If Bradley suddenly starts trying to destroy the universe or something, I’ll let you know. Until then, I’m out of the espionage business. Beck out.” She closed the channel before Ra’al could stop her. Cutting off a Fleet Admiral probably wasn’t the smartest move, and it certainly wasn’t necessary, but damn it felt satisfying. Slowly, ever so slowly, Beck could sense her life struggling to reach something resembling normalcy. She felt better already.



He hadn’t actually expected to get in, so Commander Morales was a little surprised when Bradley Dillon’s personal assistant, Gisele, emerged from the corridor leading back to Bradley’s office and told him that Bradley would see him now. But then, flushed with his recent victory, Bradley was probably in a good mood and more than willing to share it with others.

That conclusion seemed to be borne out as Morales stepped through the great wooden double doors into Bradley’s office proper and found the president striding over to shake hands with him. “Commander Morales,” Bradley said warmly. “How nice of you to stop by. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I think I lied for you today,” Morales said. The smile disappeared from Bradley’s face as he studied Morales.

“I’m afraid that you’ve lost me, Commander,” Bradley said, returning to his high-back desk chair.

“Peterman was right. This was about Leximas.”

“There’s a Napean-built lie detector that would seem to disagree.”

“How did you beat it?”

“Who says that I had to?”

“So you can tell a lie so convincing that you even convince yourself,” Morales said.

“Why are you so certain that I lied?”

“I wasn’t at first,” Morales said. “But something started nagging at me, and then I remembered an evening you and I spent in Victoria’s a couple of years ago. You’d just tried to use a time machine to save Leximas from being blown up and failed.”

“The past can certainly come back to haunt you,” Bradley said, all traces of his good humor gone.

“So you lied.”

“No, I answered every question to the letter. I fail to see how it is my fault that they did not choose the right questions to ask. But in the end, what does it matter? The Directors were the ones behind it. They used my feelings for Leximas to set these events in motion, and in the end we prevented a great catastrophe from occurring. But none of that answers why you have anything to do with it, Commander.”

“I don’t like the position I was put in. My friends and colleagues were talking about how ridiculous the idea of you doing something like this for love was, and I just stood there and let them even though I knew better.”

“And where does the lying on my behalf come in?”

“I should have told them what I knew.”

“There’s a difference between lying and not speaking, Commander,” Bradley said.

“Yeah. You seem to know about a whole lot of things that aren’t lying but are.”

“Nevertheless,” Bradley continued, ignoring Morales’s last statement, “I do appreciate you remaining silent. It would appear that I owe you a favor.”

“A favor,” Morales said frowning.

“I wouldn’t discard the idea out of hand, Mister Morales. Not many people are owed favors by someone in my position. But if you’ll excuse me, I have many issues to attend to now that this business with the Council has been cleared up. Good evening.”

Bradley turned his attention to his desk console and began to work. Morales stood there for a moment, watching the Federation President. The man looked completely unconcerned about what had just transpired. Any why should he? He’d won. Even if Morales did go to Captain Beck with what he knew, it wouldn’t matter. It was one barroom conversation five years earlier with no witnesses. Really it was a miracle that Morales even remembered it.

And now Bradley owed him a favor. Yet despite that fact, Morales left the President’s office feeling worse than he had when he came in.






Short End of the Stick



He woke up on his own this morning. No alarms blasted him out of his dreams. No station crises drove him from his bed. Instead Commander Walter Morales was actually able to lay in bed and just enjoy the morning.

Morales rolled over and couldn’t help smiling. He had to admit that his enjoyment of the morning was greatly enhanced by the nude woman sleeping beside him.

Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges lazily opened her eyes and half-grinned back at him. “What are you doing?” she asked.

“Just looking.”

“At what?”

“You. I don’t tell you enough how beautiful you are.”

“You tell me just about every day.”

“That’s not enough. It’s very important to show proper appreciation to an incredible work of art.”

“Art, huh?” Hodges said playfully, crawling over and straddling Morales. “Is that all I am to you? An object to be desired?”

Morales moaned despite himself as nature quickly began to take its course. “No,” he said. “But there’s definitely desire happening.”

“Yeah. I’m getting that,” Hodges replied just before letting out low moan of her own.

The talking stopped after that.



“Always nice to start the morning off with a bang,” Hodges said, her head resting on Morales’s chest as the pair lay in bed.

Morales chuckled. “You could say that.”

“I need to get a shower. Colonel Lazlo will be expecting me to show up for morning formation.”

“That requires movement.”

“And that’s the problem,” Hodges said. “Unnh,” she groaned, forcing herself to climb out of bed and into the bathroom. Morales heard the hydro-shower activate a short time later. A sonic shower just couldn’t compare to a shower with actual water some mornings.

Just as waking up alone could ever compare to waking up next to a beautiful woman. It was something Morales didn’t get to do nearly often enough.

“What time is it?” Hodges asked after emerging from the shower a few minutes later. Morales had to forced himself to look away from her glistening wet skin to the chronometer at his bedside.

“Almost 0740,” he said.

“Plenty of time,” Hodges replied. “But it’s a good thing I brought a uniform. I’d hate to have to slip back to my quarters right now.”

“Especially wearing that,” Morales said as Hodges wrapped a towel around herself.

“Somehow I don’t think you’d mind.”

“Sure I would. I don’t like to share.”

“Neither does the Colonel. If he knew I’d spent the night here…”

“It’s a dumb regulation.”

“Yeah, but I agreed to it when I joined the Marines.”

“You all are adults. You can decide where you’re going to spend the night. Or does Lazlo have to tuck all of you in and read you a bedtime story?”

“Walter.”

“Sorry. It’s just…we should be able to do this every night.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Hodges said, quickly opening her towel and flashing him. “Not that I wouldn’t.”

“Exactly. We shouldn’t have to sneak around. I feel like we’re in high school.”

“I don’t make the rules. But I’m perfectly happy to break them occasionally. As long as Lazlo doesn’t find out we’re…”

Hodges suddenly disappeared in a flurry of molecules.

Morales collapsed back in bed, cursing the universe and Colonel Martin Lazlo in particular. Both Lazlo and Hodges were in for a bit of a shock when that transport was complete, Morales imagined.

Confirming this thought, Hodges’ uniform dematerialized from the chair where it lay a few moments later.

At least Hodges would be able to get dressed now, something that Morales should probably consider doing at some point as well. He pulled himself out of bed and trudged into the shower. He had a feeling that the highlight of his day was probably over. No doubt Hodges was not going to be in the best of moods this evening once Lazlo got finished with her. The best he could hope for now was to spend an uneventful shift in Ops dealing with station minutia.



The Starfleet Square Mall food court was relatively quiet as Morales approached. Most of the usual breakfast traffic was probably either at McBaughb’s or the Double D Diner this morning. Both establishments were in something of a battle for breakfast supremacy at the moment and continually trying to one-up the other with their latest special or new creation always bigger and a better deal than the last. Morales, however, had developed a taste for a Tarkalian breakfast casserole available on the “What” side of the menu at Sandwich or What and was more than happy that the food court wasn’t crammed with people.

After getting his meal, he spotted Yeoman Tina Jones seated at a table, ignoring a plate of pancakes freshly prepared by the Cardassian proprietors of Fred’s Flapjacks, one of the mall’s new food stands as she studied a padd. There was no Fred running Fred’s Flapjacks. The Cardassian owners felt that a human name on the sign would bring them better luck in attracting customers, as would human food. The Bolians running Earthly Eats on one of the station’s lower levels were less than amused, seeing the Cardassians’ actions as an insincere grab at credits as opposed to the sincere homage to Earth cuisine available at their establishment. The Cardassians really didn’t give a damn what the Bolians thought and had already put in a request with Captain Beck to take over the next stand in the food court that became available so they could open a Vulcan bakery.

Deciding that Jones could probably use a break (and that he didn’t really want to eat alone), Morales headed over to Jones’s table and sat his tray down across from her.

“Morning,” he said brightly.

“Hi,” Jones said, with a sigh as she looked up from the padd. Her eyes narrowed, studying him. “Well somebody had a good night,” she said with a smirk.

“What?” Morales protested.

“Uh huh.”

“What?” he repeated.

“You know exactly what.”

Morales laughed uncomfortably then tried as hard as he could to change the subject. “Studying?” he asked, gesturing at the padd.

“Yeah,” Jones said. “We’ve got our first test of the semester coming up this evening, and I haven’t had enough time to look at this. It’s been too busy.”

“We haven’t had that many arrivals,” Morales said.

“No, but the ones we’ve had have been demanding. With President Dillon back, the dignitaries are flocking in…or they claim they’re dignitaries anyway. I don’t think owning half of an asteroid qualifies, do you?”

“Is it an important asteroid?” Morales asked.

“Are any asteroids important?”

“Sure. I consider any asteroid on a collision course with anywhere I am to be very important.”

“Then no. This one doesn’t qualify,” Jones said. “But all of these folks want VIP treatment while they’re trying to get an appointment with the President, and Bradley doesn’t seem to be all that interested in meeting with any of them.”

“Are you two on a first name basis now?” Morales asked amused.

“Actually, we are. He insisted,” Jones said, quickly erasing Morales’s smile.

“Ah. Well.”

“He comes by the Welcome Center a couple of times a week…just to say hi and chat a little. I think he’s lonely.”

Morales just grunted and scooped up a fork full of his breakfast. The less said about Bradley Dillon and his loneliness or lack thereof, the better. As it was, Bradley had Morales feeling a little like an accessory to temporal misconduct.

Jones turned her attention back to padd for a moment, then let out a growl of frustration. “I’m just not getting this!” she exclaimed.

“Can I help?” Morales asked. “I could quiz you or something.”

“Stand up,” Jones said.

“Huh?”

“Stand up,” she insisted, standing herself.

“Oookay,” Morales said, doing as he was told.

Jones turned her back to him. “Now put your arms around me,” she said.

“Tina…”

“You said you would help.”

Morales wrapped his arms around Jones.

“Tighter.”

“What class is this for?” he asked, tightening his grip.

“Unarmed Combat.”

“Should have guessed,” Morales muttered just before Jones jabbed her elbow into his stomach. Reflexively, Morales loosened his grip on the Yeoman. In an instant, she had grabbed his arm and flipped him over her shoulder. He slammed onto the deck flat on his back with a solid thud.

“Ha!” Jones exclaimed. “That was the problem! Thank you, sir. It makes so much more sense when you do it on an actual person.”

Morales gasped for air that wouldn’t come, eyes bulging.

“Are you okay?” Jones asked.

“Grrkk…”

“Walt!” Jones cried, kneeling down to him. “I mean, Commander! I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. It was just a …”

“Grrrrk!” Morales grunted.

“Jones to Infirmary!” Jones said, slapping her commbadge. “Medical emergency in the food court.”

“I will be there momentarily,” the controlled voice of Dr. Diantha replied crisply.

In seconds, the avian Chief Medical Officer soared above the railing looking out over the lower level of the mall and landed solidly next to Jones and Morales.

“How was he injured?” Diantha asked, her wings furling as she pulled a medical tricorder out of her pocket. The Keetooan looked at the tricorder scan briefly, clicked her tongue, then clapped the device closed, rising regally to her full height. “He has had the wind knocked out of him,” she said disdainfully.

“I…know,” Morales gasped, struggling to sit up.

“That would hardly qualify as a medical emergency,” Diantha said, focusing her piercing gaze on Jones.

“I thought I hurt him.”

“You did,” Morales squeaked. “But not badly.”

“And certainly not enough to interrupt my morning exercise,” Diantha said, extending her wings back out.

“Thanks for coming anyway,” Jones said weakly.

Diantha fixed Jones with an entirely unamused glare, then lifted gracefully up off of the deck and sailed out over the mall.

“I don’t think she likes me,” Jones said as Morales climbed back into his seat.

“I don’t think she likes anybody,” he replied.

“I need to at least make her feel welcome. I mean, that’s my job.”

“You can try, but don’t take it personally if she doesn’t respond…which you will.”

“I want people to be happy here.”

“I know. You’re going to be the friendliest security officer ever,” Morales said. He winced. “Butt-kickings with a smile.”

“I’m really sorry about that. Are you okay?”

“I’ll be fine. And I’m glad I could help, but you might want to try this stuff in a holodeck from now on.”

“Oooh! I could practice there!” Jones said excitedly.

“Yes, but I don’t know what you’re so worried about, Tina. I’ve watched you chop a table in half with your bare hand. You know this stuff.”

“Yeah, but…it’s different now. This is the Academy! And some of the techniques are a little different than what I learned back home.”

“You’ll be fine.”

“Will you?”

“Yes. No permanent harm done,” Morales said.

“Good. I’d really hate to think I hurt you,” Jones said then quickly added a “sir”. “I’d better go study.” She scooped up her padd and rushed off down the mall concourse.

“You didn’t eat your pancakes!” Morales called after her. She was already heading into a turbolift. Morales eyed the pancakes, briefly considering giving them a try. His better judgment prevailed, though. He had no desire to spend his morning suffering under the torment of a Cardassian breakfast dish.



As soon as Morales stepped off of the turbolift into Ops, he sensed the tension. Something was definitely not right. From his post at the combined Science and Operations console, Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter gave him a quick nod of hello. Morales quickly approached Porter’s station.

“What’s going on?” he asked, already internally at Yellow Alert status.

A loud yell suddenly burst out of Captain Lisa Beck’s office.

“The captain is being attacked by a killer bureaucracy,” Porter whispered.

“What now?”

“I’m not sure, but it’s got her even more agitated than she normally is with these things.”

“That’s because I normally deal with most of it,” Morales said. “I wonder why she’s doing this one herself.”

“Feel free to ask her,” Porter said.

“And asking her was not our idea,” Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell piped up from the tactical console.

“That’s fine,” Morales said, heading toward Beck’s office. “I’ll be more than happy to take all of the credit for charging to her rescue.”

“You’re so gallant,” Porter said, fluttering his eyelids.

Morales rolled his eyes and tapped Beck’s door chime.

“Thank the Great Bird!” Beck shouted from inside. “Come in! Please!”

Morales stepped through the office doorway and found Beck at her desk stabbing madly at the console in front of her.

“Is there something I can help you with, Captain?” he asked.

“Don’t I wish,” Beck said. “For some reason, Starfleet insists that I fill these forms out myself. This is all that Peterman woman’s fault!”

“Ohhh. Is this Starfleet Personnel asking?”

“Yeah. I’d just gotten the ‘We Have A New Counselor’ forms dealt with, which were a real pain in the ass, mind you, since Peterman basically assigned herself rather than having Starfleet assign her. Sure, things were easy on her end. She had an android to help her with the damn paperwork. But I had to do our end myself. And now that she just up and left without so much as a ‘I’m resigning. So long, folks,’ I’m stuck explaining to personnel why she isn’t our counselor anymore. And for some reason, they don’t consider ‘ran back to idiot husband’ to be an acceptable excuse!”

“But that’s what happened…except for the idiot part.” Morales caught Beck narrowing her eyes at him. “Maybe,” Morales added.

Before Beck could protest even that assessment, the Yellow Alert klaxon sounded, startling both officers. “What now?” Beck groused, jogging with Morales out into Ops.

“Unknown vessel detected, Captain,” Russell reported. “They weren’t there, and then all of a sudden they were right on top of us.”

Beck and Morales looked at the round white-ish-grey vessel displayed on the main viewer. “A flying saucer?” Beck asked.

“Why mess with the classics?” Porter said.

“I can’t tell much from this distance,” Beck said. “Increase magnification.”

“Um…actually, the viewscreen isn’t on,” Porter replied. Morales looked at the edges of the viewscreen. Sure enough, the tell-tale glow when the screen was in operation was not present. Instead, they were looking out the large Ops window, which was hidden when the viewscreen was on.

Beck and Morales exchanged a confused glance. Beck was the first to recover. “So that ship is…”

“Right outside,” Porter replied. “About three meters away from the window.”

“Nothing that small could be a ship. It’s got to be some kind of probe,” Morales said.

“Or the invasion of the Lollipop Guild,” Porter said. “I’m reading lifesigns.”

Beck and Morales exchanged another look. “Hail them,” Beck said.

“Connecting you to Munchkinland,” Russell said.

“Okay. The next person to make a Wizard of Oz joke gets my ruby slipper upside their head,” Beck said, straightening her uniform as the viewscreen activated, revealing a hairless humanoid creature with an ovoid head and skin lined with craggy dark veins visible under its greenish-grey surface. “This is Captain Lisa Beck of the Federation Outpost Waystation. Please identify yourself and state your intentions.”

“They are inside the shield perimeter,” Morales whispered to Beck. “If they are hostile…”

“We just have to hope the hull can stand up to their weapons,” Beck replied. “Their very very tiny weapons.” Both officers struggled to fight off a fit of laughter and turned back to the screen, all business.

The being on the viewscreen bowed his head slightly. “Thank you, I do, Captain Lisa Beck. I am Yiros of Mathastelbro. My crew and I have been among the stars for many years, exploring the reaches beyond our world. We detected your grand Waystation a short time ago and changed course to investigate. We hope our arrival is not a cause of difficulty, but we would greatly enjoy visiting your facility and learning about your culture. Would this be acceptable?”

“Yes. Of course,” Beck said. “Meeting new life-forms is right at the top of our mission objectives. May I introduce my First Officer, Commander Walter Morales. He will be more than happy to continue this wonderful exchange.”

Morales’s eyes widened as he turned on Beck. She mouthed a quick, “I don’t have time for this,” at him, then turned back to Yiros, all smiles. “Commander Morales is at your disposal during your visit here. On behalf of the United Federation of Planets, I bid you welcome. Enjoy your stay.” And with that, Beck was back in her office.

Morales forced a smile for Yiros, his mind racing for what to do next. First Contacts were not exactly his specialty, and he was more than content to let Captain Beck handle the diplomatic issues. With no brilliant ideas jumping into his brain, he said the first thing that came to him.

“So…lunch?”



“I appreciate you coming to help me out,” Morales said as he and Yeoman Jones straightened the chairs around the long table in Ballroom C of the Waystation Conference Center on Deck 26.

“It’s no problem,” Jones replied with a smile. “Actually, it’s my job.”

“It isn’t mine,” Lieutenant Commander Porter said as he entered the room carrying a large box with an anti-grav unit.

“No, it isn’t,” Morales said confused. “So…um…why are you here?”

“Just seeing to the little details,” Porter said, putting the box down on the table and opening it so Morales could get a look at the contents. Inside were several small chairs and a small table.

“You don’t expect them to sit on this furniture, do you?” Porter asked.

“Honestly, I didn’t even think about it,” Morales replied. “Thank you.”

“Anytime,” Porter said as he unloaded the box, placing the tiny table on top of the full-sized one. “And these should be a perfect fit, based on the scans we took of their ship. So what are you feeding them?”

“I thought maybe we’d try soup,” Jones said. “Something without meat, vegetables…”

“So we’re going with broth,” Porter said. “Yummy.”

“Do you have any better ideas?” Jones asked.

“Nope. Sorry.”

“Then we’re having soup.”

Porter held his hands up. “Okay. That’s fine by me. I’ll see if I can’t get us some appropriately-sized bowls, spoons, and cups to go with the meal.”

“Thanks, Craig,” Morales said. Porter replied with a nod, then headed over to the ballroom’s replicator.

“Waits to Commander Morales,” Morales’s commbadge barked.

“Go ahead, Lieutenant.”

“The Mathastelbroan ship has landed in Docking Bay Four, and I will bringing their crew to you shortly,” the security officer replied.

“How many?” Porter called from the replicator.

“Excuse me?” Waits asked.

“I’m trying to set the table here, and I need to know how many folks you’re bringing to lunch!” Porter said in a mock huff.

“Um…six it looks like,” Waits said.

“Thank you, Lieutenant. We’ll be waiting. Morales out.” Morales closed the channel and rocked on his heels. “They’re on their way. Oh boy.”

“Are you okay, sir?” Jones asked.

“This isn’t my area. I’m not even sure what I’m supposed to be talking to them about.”

“Just give them Federation 101,” Porter said, stepping back over to the group with a pile of tiny dishes and utensils in his hand. “Then tell them that if they have to be friends with us or we’ll play frisbee with their ship.”

“I’m just glad both of you are here to help keep the conversation going.”

“I wasn’t staying,” Porter replied. Morales stared at him, his gaze unflinching. “Well would you look at that? I’m staying,” Porter said as he started setting the places at the miniature table on top of the main table.

He had just finished when the doors to the ballroom opened, admitting Lieutenant Mike Waits, of Russell’s security staff. He looked around hesitantly then announced, “Presenting Lord Rytos and the Delegates of Mathastelbro!”

“Er…thank you, Waits,” Morales said.

“They told me to say that,” Waits said sheepishly.

Before Morales could ask why, the Mathastelbroan party entered the room riding a platform which was hovering a few inches off of the deck. Four of them, including Yiros, wore simple grey jumpsuits, but the Mathastelbroan standing in the middle of the platform like Washington crossing the Delaware, was decked out in a silver uniform adorned with several tiny gold medals across his chest (At least Morales assumed they were medals. At this scale, it could have just as easily have been gold glitter.). A bright red cape billowed behind the man, creating a fairly impressive scene. Okay, it probably would have been more impressive if Lord Rytos had been more than 30 centimeters high, but the man had presence all the same.

“Lord Rytos,” Morales said. “I am Commander Walter Morales, Waystation’s Executive Officer.” He normally introduced himself at the First Officer, but Jones had suggested going with Executive Officer this time, since it might seem more prestigious. Morales wasn’t going to take her advice, but, after seeing Lord Rytos, he decided he could use all the prestige he could get. “Allow me to introduce our Liaison Officer, Yeoman Tina Jones.”

“Welcome to Waystation, Your Lordship,” Jones said, with a slight bow. Oooh. ‘Your Lordship.’ She was good. Morales would have to remember that one.

“And this is Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter, our Science and Operations Officer.”

Porter went with the slight nod of his head in acknowledgment of the visitors. Simple, but effective, Morales thought.

“I am pleased to be here,” Lord Rytos said, striding to the front of the platform. “My expedition has traveled far from our homeworld, exploring the darkest reaches of the cosmos in search of knowledge and wonders that I might bring home to our beautiful Mathastelbro.”

“Our Federation pursues similar goals,” Morales said. “And we would be greatly interested in learning about you and your people. Would you care to have a seat, and we can continue our discussion over lunch?”

“I would be delighted,” Lord Rytos replied. “Yiros!” he commanded, pointing imperiously at the table.

“Yes, Lord Rytos,” Yiros said with a quick bow. “Ascending now.” He nodded at the Mathastelbroan steering the platform, who brought it up level with the table top. Lord Rytos strode forward (the man did a lot of striding), tossing his cape behind him as he went straight to the head of the small table waiting for him and his attendants.

Morales, Jones, and Porter exchanged glances.

“Fun guy,” Porter muttered.

“I’ve seen worse,” Jones said.

“And this is why I don’t have your job.”

“Just smile and nod a lot,” Morales said. “We’ll take care of the rest.”

“Fine by me. You two are more than welcome to handle the talking.”



Actually as it turned out, Lord Rytos did most of the talking:

“…and so, after several days of rest, we left the idyllic climes of their world behind, but, as my ship rose back into the starry void, I felt confident that my time among the Erkendians had had a profound impact on their simple race and that my visit would be remembered for centuries to come. If my efforts help them take the first steps out of their current primitive existence, all of the hardships my crew endured at the Erkendians hands before lines of communication were established, would be worth it.

“From that shimmering paradise, we traveled to the pollution-choked world of the Roritani, the location of perhaps my greatest diplomatic triumph of the entire voyage. The events surrounding my encounter with the Roritani government alone have made all of the financial resources I have expended to fund this voyage of exploration more than worth it. Again, my intellect was able to overcome a vast difference in scale and show the Roritani that Mathastelbroans are their equals if not superiors in all but size.

“Our approach to Roritan was uneventful, passing by three fairly standard gas giants in the outer reaches of their star system before we came upon Roritan itself, an unimpressive green orb of a world, slowing turning grey under an oppressive blanket of harsh smoke and vapors, sucking the life out of this once vibrant world and its residents.”

“I know how they feel,” Porter muttered to Morales. The group had long since finished eating, yet Lord Rytos showed no signs of ending his detailed travelogue anytime soon.

“We’ve got to be diplomatic,” Morales whispered back, not that Lord Rytos probably would have noticed if Morales had shouted his response. The Mathastelbroan was far too enthralled in telling his tale to notice any other activity in the room.

“Can you diplomatically tell him to shut up?”

“I’m open to suggestions as to how to do that,” Morales said.

Yeoman Jones cleared her throat loudly. “I am very sorry to have to interrupt you, Lord Rytos,” Jones said, sounding quite sincere, “but another event is scheduled in this room shortly. We will need to move this fascinating discussion elsewhere. Or perhaps you would like a tour of our station at this time. I believe you will find it quite impressive.”

Oooh. She was good.

“Yes. I would be most interested to see your facility,” Lord Rytos said. “Yiros!”

“Yes, Your Lordship,” Yiros said with a bow, signaling his subordinates, who then scrambled back to their hover platform, which was currently resting at the end of the table. Lord Rytos then did a bit more of that striding he did so well and resumed his commanding pose at the center of the conveyance, which then descended gracefully back to a level just above the floor of the room.

“If you don’t mind my asking,” Porter said, looking over the hover platform, “if you can bring that thing up to the height of the table, why don’t you just fly it at that height all the time. It would help you avoid possibly being step…” Porter, catching the frantic head shaking Morales was currently doing, trailed off.

“The Mover can only ascend or descend while in a stationary position,” Yiros replied. “Other movement can only be performed at the standard operating height.”

“That would explain it,” Porter said.

“We’ll flank them during the tour to…head off any mishaps,” Morales said. “Jones, you take the lead.”

“With all due respect, Commander, you should probably be the one conducting this tour,” Jones said quietly, so only the Starfleet Officers could hear. “Lord Rytos seems like the type who only respects those in authority.”

Morales looked to Porter, who nodded. “She’s got a point,” Porter said. “And you are the big cheese on duty.”

“All right,” Morales said. “But no criticizing my technique,” he added, giving Jones a smile. “I am no where near your level at things like this. You’ve practically got Rytos eating out of your hand.”

“And, conveniently, he could fit into it, too,” Porter said.

“Craig!” Jones said.

“What? I’m just stating a fact.”

“Do me a favor and keep your facts to yourself for the duration of this tour,” Morales said before heading over to the Mathastelbroans. “Now if you’ll follow me, I would be honored to escort you around Waystation. Construction of the original station began approximately seven years ago after the Federation encountered…”



The tour had gone fairly well thus far, Morales thought as the group waited for their turbolift to reach its destination. The Mathastelbroans had obviously never seen anything like a holodeck before, judging by their awed reactions as Morales showed them one of his favorite programs. This was unfortunately followed by a bit of nausea. For future reference, taking visitors inside his Salvador Dali simulation was not the best idea. Even Jones was starting to look a bit queasy as the world melted around them. Some people just had no appreciation for art.

The arboretum was far less eventful and evidently far less interesting to Lord Rytos, judging by his impatient foot tapping. His statement of, “Yes, I have seen plants before. Let’s move on to something relevant,” was also something of a tip-off in that regard.

With those locations out of the way, Morales decided to move on to what was undeniably the station’s biggest draw: Starfleet Square Mall (Actually, President Dillon would deny it, saying instead that the Starfleet Suites Hotel was the station’s biggest draw…or maybe Dillon’s Supply Depot…or maybe Dillon’s Restaurant inside the Starfleet Suites Hotel, but then the President could be more than a little pompous about such things).

The turbolift slowed to a halt and its doors opened on the mall’s second level, allowing Morales to lead the group out onto the concourse, which was, as usual, teeming with various beings enjoying a day of shopping or heading toward or away from one of the mall’s many eateries.

“What is this place?” Lord Rytos asked, shouting to be heard over the din of the mall and its occupants as his attendants looked around in awe.

“Starfleet Square Mall. You could say this is the center of station life,” Morales replied, starting off down the concourse with his group in tow. “On a space station, it’s easy to feel cut off from the rest of the galaxy. Recreation areas such as this provide a sense of normalcy. We have new products flowing in from around the Federation and foods from many worlds. The mall also provides a place for station visitors to relax and enjoy themselves. As the Federation colonizes worlds and makes contact with species in this region, Waystation has seen its traffic increase dramatically. As I told you earlier, this was a primary reason that the station was renovated and expanded.

“It appears that you may need to expand again,” Lord Rytos said disapprovingly as a group of Klingons brushed past Jones and came dangerously close to hitting the hover platform.

“If traffic to this area of the galaxy continues to grow, we just might,” Morales said. Inwardly, though, he winced at the very thought of it. After the last renovation, he didn’t think he could stand another one. The sour looks on Porter and Jones’s faces told him that he wasn’t alone in that opinion. “But Waystation is also important to the Federation for other reasons,” he continued. “The current president of the United Federation of Planets, Bradley Dillon, lives on Waystation. Aside from his political role, Mister Dillon is the owner of Dillon Enterprises, which operates several business here on the station.”

Morales took note of a large group of beings headed their way from the direction of the Starfleet Suites Hotel. Unfortunately, there was no real place to avoid them. This was going to be a bit tight. Best to just continue on as normal.

“We’re currently approaching the Starfleet Suites Hotel, one of Bradley Dillon’s businesses. Some regard this hotel as one of the best in the quadrant.” Hopefully Lord Rytos would not ask if Morales was included in that ‘Some.’ He was in no mood to discuss his opinion of the Federation President at the present time. Fortunately, the crowd now flowing around them was making any sort of follow-up question difficult anyway. Morales would just keep the group moving forward, let them oooh and ahhh at the Starfleet Suites lobby for a little bit, then head back toward the food court.

As the crowd thinned, Morales started his presentation again. “Waystation has the residential capacity to provide quarters to visitors in most situations; however, for those who feel like paying for more luxurious surroundings, Starfleet Suites is available, and you may even see President Dillon…”

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” the Mathastelbroans screamed.

“Yeah. Hearing his name makes us want to do that too sometimes,” Porter remarked.

“Our Lord!” Yiros cried.

“Where is he?” Morales exclaimed. Indeed they were currently running one Mathastelbroan Lord short (so to speak). Morales looked between Jones and Porter, trying not to look overly frantic about misplacing the diminutive VIP. They both shook their heads and shrugged. “Nothing?” he asked.

“There were a lot of people,” Jones replied weakly.

“And you didn’t see anything either?” Morales asked, kneeling down to Yiros and the other Mathastelbroans.

“We were looking elsewhere,” Yiros said, bowing his head in shame. “This is horrible! What shall we do?”

“Don’t worry,” Morales said. “We’re going to find him.” He stood up and stepped over to Porter, speaking quietly into his ear. “Tell Russell to meet us in Ops. I want to go through every security vid and sensor scan of this area until we find out what happened.”

“We should also start having people check the bottom of their shoes,” Porter whispered back.

“Porter.”

“Sorry.”

“It’s okay. Let’s just…”

“That was short-sighted of me.”

Morales stopped and turned back to the Mathastelbroans, unable to look at Porter’s anymore. “If you’ll follow me,” he said through his clenched jaw.



“And this is Waystation’s Operations Center, better known as Ops,” Morales said, leading the group out of the turbolift and doing his best to keep Yiros and the other Mathastelbroans from dwelling on the fact that their lord had gone missing. Not that he had much of a chance of that happening.

“This room is where we will find Lord Rytos?” Yiros said.

See.

“Yes,” Porter said, heading over to his station. “We monitor the station’s interior at all times with sensors and an array of cameras.”

“If somebody took your guy, we’ll find him,” Lieutenant Commander Russell said, stepping out from behind his console. “We’ll find him and we’ll arrest him, hopefully before he has a chance to go through with whatever nasty plan he’s cooked up.”

Yeoman Jones shot a glare at Russell then quickly stepped to the front of the group. “What Lieutenant Commander Russell means is that we have wonderful resources at our disposal and should have no problem locating Lord Rytos.”

“Hmmmm,” Porter muttered, frowning at the display on his console.

“No problem at all,” Jones said as Russell moved over to Porter and looked at the readout.

“Hmmmm,” Russell said, scratching his chin.

That was more than enough for Morales. “Excuse me,” he said to the Mathastelbroans and joined Porter and Russell. They were currently looking at the playback from one of the cameras in Starfleet Square Mall. He could see the tour group, and then the crowd, but when the crowd passed the tour group, the view was completely obscured.

“Another view?” Morales suggested.

“This is the fourth one I’ve tried,” Porter said. “With the hover platform sitting so close to the deck and that jumble of bodies…”

“You cannot find him!” Yiros exclaimed.

“We just started our investigation,” Jones said.

“This cannot be allowed.”

“We’re doing everything we can…”

“Our laws are clear. If Lord Rytos is not found immediately, we will have to take action!”

“Yeoman, would you please escort our guests back to their ship,” Morales said, fighting to keep the edge out of his voice. But if all the Mathastelbroans had to offer right now was threats, he really didn’t want them around. “We will inform them as soon as we’ve found anything.”

“Yes, sir,” Jones said. “Please come with me,” she said to Yiros, gesturing toward the turbolift.

“I am sorry to be so adamant about this,” Yiros said. “But, as I said, our laws are clear.”

“I’m sure they are,” Jones said as they entered the turbolift and the doors closed.

Morales let out a frustrated sigh and looked to Russell. “Have one of your officers head to the docking bay to keep an eye on things.”

“Are you sure you want to send someone in alone?” Porter asked. “If the Mathastelbroans decide to storm the station, he’d be outnumbered, and I bet their itty-bitty ray guns might sting a little bit.”

“We’ll take that risk,” Morales said. “Now what about the sensors? Even if the cameras didn’t see anything, surely they did.”



Not so much, as it turned out.

And after ten minutes of pouring through screen after screen of readouts Morales didn’t really understand, he’d come to the conclusion that he didn’t like the sensors one bit. The sensors were out to get him, in fact.

“There are just too many lifesigns in too big of a mass,” Porter said. “Add to that the Mathastelbroans stature issues, and the sensors are practically useless.”

“So we don’t have anything?” Jones asked, having just exited the turbolift and heard Porter’s last statement.

“I’m working on a headache,” Morales said.

“Besides that.”

“No,” Russell said. “No images, no sensor readings, no motive, no nothing.”

“Wait,” Morales said, perking up. “Motive. Let’s back up and think about that. Why is Lord Rytos missing?”

“He was taken,” Russell said.

“Or he decided to explore on his own,” Jones said.

“Do you think that’s likely?” Porter asked. “He didn’t seem like the go-it-alone sort. He’d want his entourage along.”

“Okay, so he was taken,” Russell said.

“Or he accidentally fell off the platform and was trampled,” Porter said.

“Let’s assume that didn’t happen,” Morales said. “So why would anyone take him? As far as we know, this is the Mathastelbroans’ first visit to this area of the galaxy. I doubt they’d have any enemies here.”

“Who doesn’t have enemies?” Captain Beck asked, stepping out of her office.

“The Mathastelbroans,” Morales said.

“Is there a problem?”

“Little Lord Fauntleroy is missing,” Porter said.

“Huh?”

“The leader of the Mathastelbroan group is Lord Rytos,” Morales explained.

“Lord, huh?” Beck said amused. “So he’s this tiny little…”

“Cutest thing in a cape,” Porter said.

“He has a cape?” Beck laughed.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And he vanished while we were touring the mall,” Morales said, bringing the conversation back to the issue at hand.

“Right. Sorry,” Beck said. “All of those damn forms are making me punchy. How are the Mathastelbroans taking it?”

“Not great. I sent them back to their ship while we deal with this.”

“Security?”

“In the landing bay.”

“And you’re going through the sensor logs now.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good. Sounds like you’ve got things under control. I’m going down to the mall to get some lunch. Comm me if you need me. Otherwise, I’m content to stay out of the way while you handle this.”

“We’re handling away,” Porter said. Beck gave the gathered officers a nod, then headed into the turbolift.

“Where were we?” Morales asked, once she was gone.

“Motive,” Jones said.

“Which we don’t have,” Morales said. “What would make somebody grab Lord Rytos? To ruin any chance the Federation might have of establishing friendly relations with a new species?”

“Why bother?” Porter said. “Jokes aside, they’re tiny. Who cares if we make friends with them at all? Somebody might just have thought he looked neat and wanted a closer look. Maybe he got snagged on part of somebody’s clothes. Hell, maybe some kid thought he was part of a new toy line. Anything could have…” Porter trailed off as he realized Morales was staring at him.

“Kid,” Morales said softly.

“Lord Rytos does kind of look like a fancy doll,” Jones said.

“And a kid would be closer to the right height,” Russell said.

Porter set to work typing commands into his console. “I’m rechecking the sensor logs. I might not be able to find something as small as Lord Rytos, but a child… Ha!” He turned to another monitor and began typing even faster, this time bringing up the security monitor footage. “Okay…follow the reading…and…gotcha!”

He froze an image of a young girl on the monitor.

“Who is that?” Morales asked.

“I know,” Jones replied. And she didn’t sound at all happy about it.



(AUTHOR’S NOTE: Neither of the participants in the following conversation has a universal translator at their disposal, so don’t expect much in the way of real communicating to be happening. If they did have one, maybe this entire mess could have been avoided.)



“Oh! Look who’s come to your party, Neliane!”

“You will release me at once, impudent girl!”

“See how excited he is to be here!”

“You and your parents will pay dearly for this outrage!”

“I think he likes you.”

“Your grandparents as well.”

“You like him too?”

“I may even destroy a few of your cousins, just to be sure my point has been thoroughly made.”

“Want to give him a kiss?”

“MMMMMMMMMMMFFFFFFFFFFFF!”



“Halleyenn of Tesidor Three,” Yeoman Jones explained as she, Morales, Russell, and Porter rushed down the upper level concourse of Starfleet Square Mall toward the Starfleet Suites Hotel. “Tesidor Three was an Earth colony at one point. Now they’re independent, and they’ve set up a monarchy.”

“So this Halleyenn is a Queen?” Morales asked.

“She thinks she is,” Jones groused. “I came from a colony. No one on my world decided they were royalty.”

“What about the girl?”

“Her daughter. Louette or Loudette or something.”

“Great. She’s a princess,” Porter said.

“She certainly acts like one,” Jones said. “She was all over the Welcome Center when her mom came in for information. I think she thought I could get her in to see Bradley…President Dillon.”

“Well, you two are on a first name basis,” Morales said.

“I am not his secretary, and I’m certainly not going to do any favors for people who demand them from me.”

“Keep that in mind when you have to start giving her orders,” Porter said to Russell.

Before Russell could respond, his commbadge activated. “Jacob to Russell! Jacob to Russell!” the frantic voice on the other end of the line cried.

“What is it, Ensign?” Russell asked.

“I was in the docking bay with the little aliens…”

“What do you mean ‘was’?” Russell demanded. “Where did you go?”

“I didn’t go anywhere. They just blasted out of here.”

“They what?” Morales exclaimed. “Where the hell do they think they’re going?”

“Right now…probably Deck 17.”

“What do you mean ‘Deck 17’?” Russell demanded.

“They blasted into the station. They’re trashing the corridors leaving chaos and destruction in their wake! It’s madness! MADNESS!”

“Oh no,” Porter groaned, putting his head into his hands. The repairs from this one were not going to be at all fun.

“Go after them!” Russell ordered. “Out!” He closed the comm channel, cutting off Ensign Jacob’s panicked response. Almost instantly, a distant boom sounded through the mall, followed quickly by screams.

“I think we know where they are now,” Morales said.

“At least the mall is wide enough for their ship,” Porter said.

“I know I’m relieved,” Jones muttered.

“You’ve got to stop them, Russell,” Morales said. Russell unholstered his phaser. “But don’t hurt them…or their ship, if you can avoid it. Let’s not make this situation worse.”

Russell put the phaser away. “If I can’t shoot them down, what am I supposed to do? Beg them to stop?”

“You’ll think of something,” Morales said.

“I hope so,” Russell replied, jogging off down the concourse and comming his officers as he went.

“We need to get Lord Rytos,” Morales said, turning back toward the Starfleet Suites. “We just need to get this Halleyenn’s room number from the desk clerk.”

“You expect to get information out of a Dillon employee?” Porter said. “How do you plan to pull that off?”

“I’m thinking death threats.”

“Ooooh. Good plan.”



As Russell jogged past the food court, he was joined by Captain Lisa Beck, who was currently accessorizing her uniform with a rather large purplish stain in the middle of her chest.

“What the hell is going on?” asked.

“The Mathastelbroans got tired of waiting, I think,” Russell said. “What happened to you?”

“I dropped my lunch when that boom happened. You know, when it hits something, soup on a stick just becomes plain soup.”

“Look out!” Russell cried suddenly, grabbing Beck and dropping to the deck as the Mathastelbroan ship zoomed around the curve of the concourse and buzzed over their heads.

“You have any plan for this one?” Beck asked. “Preferably one that doesn’t involve shooting them down and killing everyone aboard.”

“Yeah, Commander Morales said the same thing.”

“And?”

“And he said I’d think of something?”

“AND?” Beck repeated.

“And I just thought of something. I just don’t think she’s going to like it.”



After finding that death threats were even more effective than he’d first imagined, Morales led Porter and Jones out of one of the Starfleet Suites turbolifts into the corridor outside the hotel’s Latinum Level suites. Queen Halleyenn obviously had the resources to afford some fairly decent accommodations. Of course, these weren’t nearly as luxurious as the Gold-Pressed Latinum suites or the hotel’s Presidential Suite (which was chock-full of portraits of Bradley Dillon, from what Morales had been told), but it wasn’t bad by any means.

The trio of officers stepped up to room L-8 and pressed the door chime. A short time later, the door was answered by a woman. Upon seeing her visitors, she instantly pursed her lips and raised her nose a bit, looking upon them with extreme displeasure.

“You are not with the President’s staff,” she said disdainfully.

“No, ma’am,” Morales said. “We’re here to see…”

“Queen Halleyenn,” Jones said, breaking in. “It is a pleasure to see you again.”

Morales stifled his surprise. This was the queen? Didn’t they usually have people to answer doors for them and such. But Morales had to admit that she did look fairly regal in her prim, yet impressive dress and white gloves.

Halleyenn nodded in acknowledgment of Jones. “What do you want?” she asked.

“Your daughter is holding a sentient being against his will and…”

Halleyenn quickly cut Morales off. “You’re suggesting that Loudette is involved in a kidnapping? That’s preposterous! She’s only a child.”

“The being in question is rather…small. She no doubt believes that he is a toy.”

“So what you are saying then is that you are here to take one of my child’s toys away. I had no idea Starfleet could be so monstrous.”

“As I said, ma’am, he’s a sentient being.”

“Then the fault lies with whomever designed a sentient toy in the first place.”

“He is not a toy,” Morales said, growing impatient. “He is a visiting dignitary, and your daughter took him from the mall.”

“Even if this were true, I do not see why I should take any action. This creature is undoubtedly being well cared for, and the upset my daughter would suffer if he were to be taken from her would be extreme. I cannot even contemplate making such a move.” Halleyenn paused momentarily, allowing her statements to set in, then added, “Unless we were to be compensated in some way.”

“We are not buying him off of you,” Morales said.

“I would have no need of your money, even if you had any to offer. Your Yeoman knows what I want, and she can get it for me.”

“For the last time, I am NOT Bradley Dillon’s personal secretary!” Jones snapped. “I can’t get you a meeting with him, and at this point I wouldn’t even if I could!”

Halleyenn narrowed her eyes at Jones, who glared back defiantly. In a calm, calculated series of movements, the so-called Queen, removed her glove, smacked Jones across the face, then put the item back on her hand. “Your tone is not appreciated or acceptable.”

“Jones,” Morales said, clenching his fist.

“Yes, sir,” Jones replied, her voice tight.

“I think you should be studying for your exam tonight.”

“Now?”

“Now. Practice.”

Jones nodded, then spun around so her back was to Halleyenn, reached around and grabbed the Queen’s arm, and went to work. A split-second later, the monarch hit the deck with a solid thud, which was immediately followed by a pained gasp.

“There are penalties for assaulting a Starfleet Officer, your highness,” Morales said flatly. “Now that you’ve been properly subdued, we’ll be calling in Security. Unless, of course, you’d prefer to work this out and let us speak to your daughter.”

Halleyenn grunted and weakly waved her hand toward the door.

“Thank you, ma’am,” Morales said with a polite nod of his head.

“I’m officially now frightened of both of you,” Porter said, as the Officers headed into the suite.

“Good,” Morales and Jones replied with matching evil grins.



“I do not like this plan at all,” Dr. Diantha said over Russell’s commbadge.

Russell exchanged a glance with Beck. “Told you,” he said.

“Just tell her to be careful,” Beck said.

“I assure you that my safety is foremost on my mind,” Diantha replied. Seconds later, the Mathastelbroan ship zoomed past the food court again, firing wildly, which was really the only thing the vessel could do at this point, since Russell had ordered force fields erected around the mall in all directions and the place evacuated (Of course, once the chaos started, most of the mall patrons had evacuated themselves). The Mathastelbroan saucer was trapped. Now they just had to finish the capture.

That was where Dr. Diantha came in.

She swooped around the bend just behind the Mathastelbroans, the golden feathers of her wings fluttering slightly as she banked the turn and continued after her quarry, attempting to aim the bulky pistol in her hand as she went.

“As soon as you have a good shot, take it,” Russell said.

“Astounding that I never thought of that excellent advice,” Diantha said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

“Why is it that doctors never like me?” Russell asked Beck.

“I don’t think their profession has anything to do with it,” Beck said, patting Russell on the shoulder.

Diantha hissed through her snubbed beak in frustration as the Mathastelbroan ship zigged and then zagged, forcing her to do the same. Suddenly, the craft began to spin, bringing its weapons to bear on the avian officer as it continued to fly backwards. As almost invisible blasts seared past her, Diantha went into a dive, sailing down to the mall’s lower level and taking refuge under the upper level concourse.

With their pursuer dealt with, the Mathastelbroans continued on, sending a hail of blasts through the display in the front window of R.E.F.G.O., the Really Expensive and Fragile Gadget Outlet.

Beck and Russell winced at the resulting destruction. They quickly forgot about R.E.F.G.O.’s problems and started worrying about their own as the Mathastelbroan ship turned its attention to them and sent a barrage of weapons fire their way. Beck and Russell dove for cover under the food court tables as the now-rather-intimidating vessel charged their positions.

Suddenly a golden blur swooped up between the Mathastelbroans and the human officers. Before the Mathastelbroans could react, Diantha fired, enveloping their ship in a wide net as a long cable connected them to the pistol.

“Bring it down here quick!” Russell shouted, scrambling out from under his protective table. Diantha let out an annoyed puff of air, then did as Russell requested. She slapped the pistol into his hand, the cable continuing to spool out as the ensnared Mathastelbroans attempted to flee. Russell wrapped the cable around the upper concourse railing several times, bringing the Mathastelbroans’ escape attempt to an abrupt halt.

“Great work, Doctor,” Beck said.

“I sincerely hope that I am never called upon to perform that kind of service again,” Diantha replied pointedly.

“I can’t even begin to promise that,” Beck said.

“I will be in the Infirmary performing my actual job,” Diantha said, lifting up off of the deck and sailing down to the mall’s lower level.

“At least it’s not just me that she doesn’t like,” Russell said.

“She’ll come around,” Beck said. “Okay. Probably not, but she took care of the situation. That’s the important thing.” She looked off at the Mathastelbroan ship, which was straining against its captivity. “Is this railing going to hold them?” she asked.

“It should,” Russell said. “This is solid construction, and it’s not like their engines are that powerful. We’ll be fine…unless they do something crazy like go to warp.” He saw Beck’s eyes widen in alarm. “Not that they’d go to warp. Probably.”

“Please stop talking now.”

“Yes, ma’am.”



Morales knocked lightly on the frame of the open bedroom door then slowly stepped inside. “Loudette?” he called. “I’m Commander Walter Morales. Could my friends and I come in and talk to you for a minute?”

He looked around the room, which was crammed full of dolls, doll furniture, doll clothes, and the like. Finally he spotted the young girl seated by a large doll house against the far wall of the room.

“This kid sure doesn’t believe in traveling light,” Porter said.

“Why should she?” Jones said in disgust. “She’s a princess.”

“Loudette?” Morales repeated, walking over to the girl.

Loudette suddenly turned toward him, eyes blazing. “Get…Out…Of…My…ROOM!”

“We just wanted to talk,” Morales said.

“I don’t want to talk to you.”

“You kind of have to,” Jones said.

“I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to, so leave.”

“No,” Jones said.

“Yes!”

“No.”

“YES!”

“No.”

“MOM!”

“She let us in,” Jones said.

“That’s one way of interpreting events,” Porter muttered.

“We need to talk to you about the toy you took from the mall. Where is it now?” Morales said calmly.

“I’m not telling.”

“Loudette, that toy is a person. You have to give him back.”

“It’s mine!”

“Loudette.”

“Mmmrmmfmrmmrff!” The sound of the muffled exclamations drew Morales’s attention to the doll house in front of Loudette. Morales moved to open it.

“No! It’s mine!” Loudette cried. Morales ignored her and opened the front of the doll house. Lord Rytos was laying on one of the upstairs bed, tied down with several loops of pink ribbon around his torso.

“Get me out of here!” he demanded.

“He talks?” Loudette exclaimed.

“I’ve been talking, you stupid brat!” Lord Rytos shot back as Morales gingerly picked up the bed and began untying the Mathastelbroan dignitary.

“Give it back!” Loudette demanded, grabbing for her ‘toy.’

“He isn’t a toy, Loudette,” Morales said patiently. “He is an intelligent being just like you and me. You can’t keep him. He has his own life.”

“You’re trying to steal him!”

“I can’t steal what isn’t yours.”

“But he is mine! He is! He is! HE IS!”

“Loudette…”

“GIVE IT!”

“Lou…”

“NOW! NOW NOW NOW NOW NOW!!!”

“Hey, look over there!” Porter said suddenly, pointing at the other side of the room.

“What? What?” Loudette said eagerly, turning to see.

With Lord Rytos in hand, Morales and the others ran for it.



Morales was just setting two steaming plates of freshly-replicated dinner on the table when his door chime sounded. Right on time. It was nice to be able to count on military precision, he thought as the stepped over and opened the door, revealing Stephanie Hodges on the other side. At the moment, she appeared to be having difficulty holding herself up.

“Food!” she said, perking up slightly. Morales led her over to the table and pulled out a chair for her, which she gratefully slumped into. Not another word was spoken as Hodges proceeded to demolish both her plate and his, forcing him to make a few return trips to the replicator.

“Rough day?” he asked some time later while the couple lay in his bed, her head resting on his shoulder as he held her close.

“Ran laps. Lots and lots of laps…with full gear. No more spending the night. Another day like this will kill me,” Hodges said. “But Lazlo sure seemed to be enjoying himself.”

“I’m sure he was.”

“What about you? How was your day?”

“You obviously haven’t been up to the mall.”

“Why? What happened?”

“A new species showed up, I gave them a tour, their leader was kidnapped, they blasted through several decks and shot up the mall, and I authorized an assault against a queen. We got the alien leader back, but now the queen is demanding my arrest and the aliens left in a huff and no longer want anything to do with us.”

“Oh Walter. That’s…that’s really bad.”

“Not as bad as you’d think, actually,” Morales replied. “The queen was threatening to pull her planet out of the Federation unless I was punished and President Dillon met her, and he evidently had his staff call her bluff and invite her planet to get the hell out. Turns out her world can’t survive on its own, so she’s probably off pouting with her daughter right now.”

“What does her daughter have to do with this?”

“Um…you really don’t want to know.”

“Oookay,” Hodges said, looking up at Morales suspiciously. “What about Starfleet? They aren’t upset about the pissed-off aliens?”

“They really didn’t seem all that concerned. Starfleet seems to think they’re small potatoes.”

“There’s a joke there I’m not getting.”

“Only a little one.”

Hodges yawned and snuggled in closer to Morales. “Fine,” she said. “Don’t let me in on it.” Morales was about to launch into a fuller explanation of the whole mess, but he realized she was already asleep. Considering the day she’d had, who could blame her? In a few hours, he’d roust Porter out of bed and get him to beam her back to her bunk before Colonel Lazlo did his morning bed checks.

For now, though, he’d let her rest. And honestly he could use a bit of sleep himself.

Dealing with minutia all day was oddly tiring.




A Dish Best Served Awkwardly



Mr. Auditmi could almost feel Bradley Dillon’s eyes boring into him from across the desk. “I…do NOT…wish…to…discuss it!” Bradley said slowly and firmly, making sure that every single syllable was well and thoroughly pounded into each and every wrinkle on his subordinate’s head.

“But McBaughb’s new breakfast creation has the potential to reduce the Double D Diner’s morning business by a further six percent!” Auditmi protested.

Evidently Bradley had not made his point clearly enough. Perhaps another tactic was in order. He flashed a smile at Auditmi and leaned back into his tall faux-leather desk chair, clasping his hands together as he did so. “I am well aware of the situation, Mister Auditmi,” he said to the Zakdorn. “What I do not understand is why you are taking it so personally. You were so pleased to return to your formal duties when I came back to Waystation, yet, in this instance, you seem quite determined to tell me how to run my businesses.”

“That was not my intention, Mister Dillon,” Auditmi said chastised. “I…I’m sorry.”

“Good,” Bradley replied. “Now would you please allow us to move on?”

“Yes. I’m sorry.”

“So you said.” Whatever was bothering Auditmi, he really needed to get over it. This obsession of his with McBaughb’s activities had been going on for two months now. He seemed to find a way to bring it up every time he met with Bradley. It had long since gotten old. And Bradley had far more interesting matters to consider.

He turned to his personal assistant, Gisele, who was seated in the chair desk to Auditmi’s left in Bradley’s spacious office. “What about our prospects?”

“There are several to consider,” Gisele said, rising from her seat and tapping a control on the small remote she held in her hand. The office lights dimmed, and the hologram of a blue-green world appeared in the center of the room. “This is Wessix Three-A, a Class M moon orbiting a gas giant sixteen light years from Waystation. According to the survey reports, the view is spectacular.”

“I don’t doubt it, but it’s a little farther away than I had in mind,” Bradley said. “What else do we have?”

“Ridalis Four,” Gisele said, changing the view to a different world.

“I’ve heard that name before.”

“The Romulans had a colony there briefly before they moved to Vascilon Two.”

“I’m going to assume there was a reason that their stay was short-lived.”

“There were issues with one of the planet’s indigenous life- forms.”

“Which were?”

“Mind controlling squirrels.”

“I see. I don’t suppose we could get them to work for us,” Bradley said with a joking chuckle.

“I don’t believe so, Mister Dillon.”

“A pity. Let’s move on.”

Gisele changed the image to a world dominated with craggy mountains of red rock.

“Perdis. It is Class M; however, the daytime temperatures can reach well above 100 degrees even in the winter.”

Bradley nodded. “A climate controlled dome over the complex is an option,”

“The planet also travels through the system’s asteroid belt once every five years,”

“Ah. Next.”

“Have you spoken with the Multeks?” Auditmi asked.

“About what specifically?” Bradley asked.

“A planet. Perhaps they have a Class M world they aren’t using. It would certainly be closer to Waystation than most of these options, and, since it would be in Multek-controlled space, we would be able to establish operations with a minimum of difficulty and risk.”

Bradley smiled. Now this was more like the Auditmi he was used to. Always thinking about the Dillon Enterprises’ bottom line.

“Do you have any prospects more appealing than that one?” Bradley asked Gisele.

“No, Mister Dillon,” Gisele admitted.

“Of course, there is no guarantee that the Multeks have anything suitable or, if they do, that they’d be willing to allow us to use it,” Auditmi said.

“Caveats noted,” Bradley said. “Gisele, please contact Frequoq Wuddle and see about setting up a meeting. Make it clear to him that I am acting in my private capacity rather than my political one.”

“Yes, Mister Dillon,” Gisele said, quickly exiting the office to head back to her desk.

“Excellent idea, Auditmi,” Bradley said once she was gone. “You may just have brought Bradley Dillon’s CasinoWorld one step closer to reality.”

“I hope so, sir.” He was silent for a moment, getting up the courage to speak again. Finally, he said, “If you agree, I would like to run it.”

“Run CasinoWorld?” Bradley said surprised.

“I need to get away from this place.”

“Is something bothering you here?”

“Andorians.”

There was that obsession again. “We’ll talk about it,” Bradley replied.

“Thank you,” Auditmi said, rising from his chair. “Good day, sir.” He gave Bradley a quick bow then retreated out of the office, leaving Bradley to think. Having someone with Auditmi’s attention to detail in charge of CasinoWorld wasn’t a horrible idea, but someone else would need to handle the public relations side of things. Auditmi and people just didn’t seem to mix.

Before Bradley could start considering other candidates, Gisele returned to the office. “Mister Dillon?”

“Yes, Gisele.”

“I’m sorry to bother you, sir, but there’s a Nathaniel Billingsly here to see you.”

“Billingsly? Should I know who he is?”

“He’s with Random House of Penguins in Your Pocket Books.”

“Oh! My biographer!” Bradley said, jumping up from his chair. “Please show him in!”

Gisele nodded and exited, returning moments later with an older gentleman decked out in a suit as impeccably tailored as Bradley’s own. That combined with his salt and pepper hair and tall frame gave him a distinguished appearance that Bradley couldn’t help but envy a bit. Of course, Bradley then remembered that he was outrageously rich and the President of the United Federation of Planets, which quickly dispatched said envy.

“Mister Billingsly,” Bradley said, flashing his most charming smile as he stepped forward to shake the newcomer’s hand. “It’s good to finally meet you.”

“And I am honored to be here,” Billingsly replied in deep measured tones as he bowed his head slightly. “Thank you for taking the time to meet with me.”

“Not at all. It’s not everyday that one’s life is deemed worthy of a book.”

“As I believe we are both aware, you are not just anyone. I also imagine that you are more than aware that mine will not be the first book to be written about you.”

“It will be the first one with my authorization,” Bradley replied.

“This is true. And we do thank you for that. Anyone can do the research to create a basic biography, but ours will be the only one to include your own perspective on events. We will be able to combine the best elements of biography and autobiography, creating what I hope will be the definitive account of your life until this point.”

Bradley’s smile widened. “Who could refuse such an opportunity? Particularly when it is offered by a writer of your reputation. I found your biography of Gul Dukat to be quite engrossing.”

Billingsly bowed again slightly. “I appreciate the compliment. I did regret not being able to interview the man himself; however, insanity and death can be something of impediments.”

“I imagine so. How would you like to get started?”

“Just observing at first, if you’ll allow it. I prefer to get the feel for my subjects in their natural environments. I find it helps me to shape my interview questions, then we can talk this afternoon, if your schedule allows.”

“Of course. You are more than welcome to observe. I will, naturally, have to ask you to leave should anything sensitive come up.”

“I more than understand.”

“Good. Then let’s get to it.”

“By all means,” Billingsly said, helping himself to the chair across from Bradley’s desk as he pulled out his notepadd. “Just pretend I’m not here.”

“Very well,” Bradley said, sliding back into his desk chair. He tried to focus on the reports waiting on his desk console but couldn’t help stealing a glance at Billingsly.

“I’m not here,” Billingsly said.

“Um…sure.”



Later that morning at a completely different desk, Captain Lisa Beck was also having a hard time concentrating on the reports scrolling in front of her. She could not blame her distracted state on the watchful eyes of a biographer, though. Actually, someone staring at her right now might have been welcome. Then she would have an excuse to shout, scream, and generally pound the crap out of said someone. Not that she was in a particularly violent mood at the moment. She was just…edgy.

“I need to get out more,” Beck muttered to herself.

And it was the truth. She hadn’t been spending nearly enough time in The Gravity Well or any of Waystation’s other recreational facilities of late. Mostly because she was tired of going alone. Sure she could hang out with Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter or some of the other members of the command crew, and they usually had fun. But lately that just hadn’t been satisfying for her. And her best friend on the station, Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges, was usually spending her free time with Commander Walter Morales. Nothing against Morales, but Beck didn’t exactly enjoy doing things with an established couple. It made her feel decidedly third-wheel-ish. She couldn’t hold that against Hodges, though. If anything, this was probably some kind of karmic payback for the time Beck spent dating Phillip Harper and virtually ignoring Steph.

“That’s it!” Beck exclaimed finally to her empty office as she slapped her hands against her desk and hopped up from her chair. She didn’t know what she was going to do, but dammit, she was going to do something that was fun and didn’t involve staring at screen after screen of Starfleet-issue bureaucratic gibberish.

She managed to take three strides toward her office door when her desk comm chimed, signaling an incoming hail on her private channel. No one ever commed her on her private channel. Not anymore anyway. Those comms had stopped when she and Phillip broke up. No good would come of this. Her determination deflating, Beck turned and trudged back to her desk to see what crisis no doubt awaited her attention.

“Beck, here,” she said, plopping back into her desk chair as she activated the monitor in front of her. Beck’s mood instantly lifted as she saw the face of Dr. Amedon Nelson smiling back at her. Maybe the universe wasn’t ending after all.

“Lisa!” Nelson said happily.

“Well well. If it isn’t the newlywed,” Beck replied, returning the smile.

“Not so new anymore. It’s been almost four months.”

“Bah. You’re still a babe in the marital woods. Things are still blissful…I hope.”

“Yes, they are,” Nelson replied, unable to keep herself from beaming. “And I’ve got great news!”

“Please don’t tell me you’re pregnant already.”

“NO!” Nelson said, a bit too firmly. “We’re coming to the station.”

“Really? That’s great. When?”

“Now. We’re already on our way. Bradley Dillon’s office commed about some business Bradley wants to discuss with Wuddle.”

“What kind of business?” Beck asked darkly. Bradley had not told her about any dealings the Federation had planned with the Multeks…not that he was required to, but she was accustomed to him consulting her whenever the Multeks were involved. She was considered to be the Federation’s expert on the subject…not that she was particularly comfortable with that title. Still, if Bradley was planning to…

“It’s nothing official, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Nelson said, cutting off Beck’s train of thought. “He said it’s a business matter, so Wuddle and I thought we’d come, talk to Bradley, and see everyone. I’ve already talked to Tina and reserved VIP quarters for us. We expect everybody to come for dinner tonight.”

“I think we can do that.”

“With a date.”

“Oh.”



From the somewhat stunned looks on their faces as they stared blankly off in the distance, Yeoman Tina Jones got the impression that Lieutenant Commanders Craig Porter and Sean Russell had recently received the same news that she had.

“Get any interesting comms lately?” she asked, setting her tray of lunch down as she took a seat at their table in the food court of Starfleet Square Mall.

“Uh huh,” Porter mumbled.

“She hates us,” Russell said.

“No she doesn’t,” Jones replied. “Amedon just…”

“Wants us all to suffer?” Porter offered.

“No. She’s…” Jones trailed off, unable to come up with a good answer. “She’s meddling in our personal lives,” she said finally, defeated.

“See. She hates us,” Russell said.

“We could skip dinner,” Porter said.

“You wouldn’t seriously do that,” Jones said.

“No. I want to see her too. It’s been months.”

“We could just not take dates,” Jones said. Porter and Russell stared at her. “Okay. You’re right. Dumb idea. If she was that specific, she’s going to expect us to do what she says.”

“She hates us,” Russell said again.

“Oh just stop it,” Porter snapped, suddenly springing to life. “I don’t know what the hell you’re even worried about. You’ll just waltz into The Gravity Well, pick up some woman you’ve never seen before, and show up with her draped around your neck. It’s no big deal…for you!”

“Do you think it’s that easy for me?”

“You sure act like it. Some of us don’t have that kind of luck!”

“I make my own luck!” Russell shot back. “Do you know how many rejections I get for every single yes? The only way to get a yes is to risk the no, which means you have to talk to women. You ever tried that?”

“Alice…”

“Don’t bring her up. She came after you.”

“And she was also a psycho who wanted to use you to help her blow stuff up,” Jones added.

“Yeah!” Russell said.

“Thanks for the help, Tina,” Porter said.

“Sorry,” she said with a weak smile.

“The point is that you are never going to get a date if you don’t start asking people,” Russell said.

“So who are you asking?” Jones said.

“Don’t know yet, but I’ll find someone. What about you?”

“Er…no clue. Craig?”

Porter mumbled something under his breath.

“What did you say?” Jones asked.

“I don’t know,” Porter repeated, only a little more audibly. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, Russell was right. He was going to have to ask someone to this dinner. He might also have been right about Dr. Nelson hating them. It sure felt like it at the moment.



“Now then,” Bradley said as he sat across from Billingsly in his private dining room inside the Dillon Enterprises complex after the pair had finished their lunches. “What would you like to know? A bit about my parents perhaps?”

“No need. I’ve already interviewed them,” Billingsly replied.

“You have?”

“You were indisposed for several months, Mister Dillon. I was able to get a good deal of research done ahead of time. Basic biography, comments from your friends and family…most of them anyway. I just need a few things clarified.”

“Such as?”

“Where is your brother?”

“My brother?”

“Yes, Mister Dillon. Your brother. No one has seen him for over two years. Your parents don’t have a clue what has happened to him.”

“And neither do I.”

“So it is simply an interesting coincidence that he should vanish so soon after your ascension to the office of President.”

“If you’re attempting to imply that I had anything to do with it, I assure you that you are beyond mistaken,” Bradley said, attempting to keep the growing anger he felt out of his voice. “I couldn’t care less where my brother is. His whereabouts are no concern of mine, and I wouldn’t bother to expend the effort it would take to order his disappearance even if I wanted to. He’s more than welcome to live his little Starfleet life as he sees fit as long as he stays the hell away from me.”

“Starfleet just says he’s on special assignment.”

“Then it sounds like they know where he is, which is exactly what I told my mother the last time she asked me about him. And quite frankly I don’t see what any of this has to do with me or my life.”

“So you did not order your people to make your brother disappear?” Billingsly said, finally getting around to the direct accusation.

“No, I did not,” Bradley replied firmly.

“Oh,” Billingsly said deflating. “Very well. We’ll move on.”

“Please.”

“The promotion of Kathryn Janeway to admiral…”

“Oh no! I had NOTHING to do with that!” Bradley shouted defensively.



The schedule said he would be here, so where was he? Captain Beck pulled up the comm system on her desk console and put a comm through to the Kirothan Merchant Authority.

“Hi. This is Captain Lisa Beck of Waystation. According to our records, the Nysilt was supposed to dock here this morning and….no, I don’t usually check up on late ships. It’s just that Captain Gerith and I….Black hole, huh? Really?….Yeah, I guess it could happen to anybody….Well, thank you….And please let him know I asked about him if he manages to return to normal space. Goodbye.”

Beck closed the comm channel and cursed softly…and then again a bit louder. Gerith was her one sure way out of this mess. They’d had a few dates when his ship had passed through Waystation previously, and it was just perfect that Nelson and Wuddle’s dinner lined up with one of his visits.

Too perfect evidently.

Okay. Who else did she know?



Who did he know?

Lieutenant Commander Porter stared blankly at the readout on the status board in the upper saucer engineering section, not paying a bit of attention to the plasma flow rates scrolling by.

Porter had far more pressing issues to worry about. Like who the hell was he going to ask to this dinner? Desperation was quickly starting to set in.

He was close to asking Joan Redding to go.

No. He still had a little dignity. There had to be someone else he could ask.

Wait. There was someone he could ask.

Oh, and there was a dangerous plasma buildup near the lower core. Porter quickly prevented the station from blowing up then headed off to see about a date for the evening.



“Oh come on, Susan!” Lieutenant Commander Russell shouted at the doors which had just been slammed shut in front of him (How she’d managed to get the doors of her quarters to do that, he’d never know). “It’s just one dinner!”

“That’s one more than you’re ever going to get out of me!” Susan’s angry voice shouted back through the closed doors.

“Is this still about the lingerie I bought you?”

“Still?”

“Aren’t you over that yet? That was years ago!”

“OVER IT!?! You think I should be over it?”

“It’s not like it was my fault? How was I to know XAXXRVKOKXX was Breen for giant penetrating impaler of erotic agony?”



Somehow this interview was starting to feel more like an inquisition, Bradley thought as Billingsly looked through his notes for his next attack…er…topic of conversation. The grilling he underwent from the Federation Council after his return from the past hadn’t been this bad. Of course, then Bradley had known what would be coming at him and had been prepared. Billingsly was coming from everywhere, though. How had he found about that playground scuffle when Bradley was in third grade? Why did he even care?

“Let’s come back closer to the present,” Billingsly said finally, giving Bradley a slight feeling of relief. At this point, he’d half-expected Billingsly to ask him about his refusal to sleep through the night as an infant.

“You first came to Waystation about seven years ago, correct?” Billingsly asked.

“That’s right. I was looking to get into a new business venture, and the unexplored reaches beyond the station seemed like just the opportunity I was looking for.”

“I see. Could you describe for me then the influence of Fraak Porcig on that decision?”

Fraak Porcig. Fraak Porcig. Why did Bradley know that name? And more importantly, should he even admit to knowing that name.

“You look confused,” Billingsly said. “Perhaps a small memory jog is in order. During your tenure on Alpha Centauri, you sold her mother a used starship, a ship she was quite displeased with evidently.”

Ohhhh. That’s why Bradley knew the name. She was that blasted Tellarite.

“I sold many ships during that period of my life,” Bradley said, covering. “I cannot be expected to remember each and every customer; however, I will say that the attitudes of several customers did influence my decision to change my line of work. Starship sales was becoming increasingly unsatisfying.”

“I can see how a Tellarite death warrant would make you feel that way.”

“I was never given a death warrant,” Bradley snapped.

“Possibly not, but my research does show that it was made abundantly clear to you that your presence was no longer desired in the vicinity of Alpha Centauri. Is that not true?”

“I did have a difference of opinion with the planetary authorities,” Bradley admitted. And I thought all record of it had been destroyed, he added to himself.

“Your ships were confiscated and you were ordered out of the system. You have an interesting definition of ‘difference of opinion.’”

“Yeah, well, if that Tellarite understood the definition of ‘as is,’ we wouldn’t be having this conversation, now would we?” Bradley shot back angrily. He instantly regretted it. How could he let this man get him riled like this?

Billingsly just smiled and jotted notes into his padd.



McBaughb’s was fairly empty when Captain Beck entered, which was pretty much what she was expecting…and hoping for. She had no desire to fight the lunch crowd when all she wanted was a bite to eat.

Okay, that wasn’t all she wanted, but that was a start.

“Captain!” Baughb exclaimed happily, rushing through the doors from the restaurant’s kitchen to the front counter just as Beck approached.

“Are you keeping tabs on me, Baughb?” Beck said.

“I’m sorry?” Baughb asked confused.

“You knew I was here almost before I did.”

“Oh yes. That. I had cameras installed recently, and I watch from my office. Just in case.”

“I don’t think anyone from the Double D Diner is going to attack your place, Baughb.”

“You are of course correct, Captain. I know you would not let that happen to me. Still, by Andorian custom…”

“I get it,” Beck said, holding up her hand for Baughb to stop. “I just don’t want to see anything escalate, okay?”

“You have my word on it. Now please, sit. I will create something special for you and bring it to you myself.”

“You really don’t have to do that.”

“I know, but I want to. Please allow me the privilege….”

“Okay!” Beck said quickly. Baughb was sweet, but there was only so much adoration she could take.

“Very good. Please enjoy a beverage from our fountain,” Baughb said, handing Beck a cup the size of a small cargo container. ” I just added Diet V’haspr’kr…not that you need anything diet, of course.”

“I’ll be over there,” Beck said, resisting the urge to roll her eyes as she pointed at a table in the corner.

Less than ten minutes later, Baughb approached her table with a tray containing a steaming plate of something that smelled absolutely delectable.

“I don’t know what that is, but I think I’m already in love,” Beck said as Baughb put the meal down in front of her.

“Beef tenderloin in k’akivti sauce with mashed grinoks. I felt like trying something a bit more…upscale. I don’t know that I’ll add it to the menu, but I wanted to make it for you.”

“Itf vonnrfu,” Beck said, through the massive bite in her mouth.

“Thank you,” Baughb said with a slight bow before turning to go.

Beck quickly swallowed and called out to him. “Baughb!”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Do you…um…are you busy for dinner?”

“Usually, the restaurant is quite busy. Thank you for asking.”

“No, I mean are you free for dinner. Dr. Nelson is on her way back to the station with her husband, and they’re having this dinner party, and we’re supposed to bring dates, so I was wondering, if you were free, if maybe you would want to go.”

Baughb suddenly started coughing. “Captain,” he said after recovering himself, “I am very flattered by your invitation, but I can’t. You have been a very good patron and I value your business, but you really aren’t my type. I am sorry.”

He bowed again and retreated back to the kitchen as fast as he could without breaking into a run.

“That’ll do wonders for the old ego,” Beck muttered, before shoving another fork-full of beef into her mouth.



Porter hovered near the entrance of the Waystation Welcome Center, perusing a brochure about the Hotel Xenocacian on Multos. Russell had given the hotel a glowing review after his stay there the previous year, which immediately made Porter suspicious. Any place Sean liked that much had to have something untoward going on, but the brochure just made it look like your average luxury hotel.

Finally the family of Nausicaans who had been standing at the Welcome Center’s reception desk talking to Yeoman Jones finished getting whatever information they were after and headed toward the exit with big grins on their faces, which was more than a little disconcerting. At least they were smiling, though. He rather not deal with angry Nausicaans considering that even the child they had with them, who looked to be no more than four or five, looked perfectly capable of snapping Porter in two without much effort.

With the Nausicaans gone and the Welcome Center empty at the moment, Porter strolled up to the large circular reception desk as casually as he could manage.

“Hi, Craig,” Tina said warmly. “What brings you here? Nothing’s broken is it?”

“Nope. I was just in the area and thought I’d drop in to say hi and see how your day was going.”

“It’s been fine. Traffic’s kind of light today. We haven’t had too many arrivals. I’ve actually had time to get some studying done to get ready for class tomorrow night, since I’ll be losing tonight to the dinner party…not that I consider it a loss or anything. I can’t wait to see Doctor Nelson.”

“Me too. And since you brought it up, I was just thinking that we’re all getting upset about this date thing when we don’t have to. I mean, why don’t we just go together? It’d save both of us the hassle of finding someone to take, and we wouldn’t be stuck trying to keep our dates entertained during dinner.”

“That’s a really good idea,” Jones said.

“I thought it made sense.”

“But I already asked someone else.”

“Ah. Well…that’s okay. It was just a thought.”

“It really was a good one,” Jones said consolingly. “Thanks for asking.” A thought suddenly struck here. “Oh, did you send me the flowers?”

“What flowers?”

“It wasn’t you then, huh?”

“Maybe your date sent them?” Porter said, offering the obvious answer.

“No, I got them before I asked him. Oh well. It’s not important.”

“Okay. I’ll let you get back to work.”

“Thanks. And good luck. Not that you need luck. You’ll find a date in no time, I’m sure. Luck won’t even come into it.”

“See you tonight,” Porter said, giving Jones a forced smile and a wave before he headed back out into the mall concourse. A new plan was in order. Hmmm…would anyone notice if he installed a hologram projector into the dining room? A computer-generated date would solve this whole problem.



“What?” Dr. Diantha snapped as Russell poked his head into her office in Waystation’s Infirmary.

“You busy?”

The avian doctor just glared at him with her large round eyes.

“So that’s a ‘no,’” Russell said with a grin, sliding the rest of the way into the room.

“What do you want?”

“Just to talk. How are you liking the station?”

“It is fine.”

“Any fun medical emergencies today?”

“Lieutenant Commander, is there some specific thing I can do for you?”

“Have dinner with me?”

“What?” Diantha demanded.

“It’ll be fun. The captain will be there, and you can meet Doctor Nelson.”

“My predecessor.”

“That’s her. She’s going to be here tonight with her husband, and there’s going to be a dinner, and I thought you might like to go.”

“How many people did you ask before me?”

“What kind of question is that?” Russell said.

“A legitimate one, judging by that response.”

“Please, Doctor. It will be fun. I promise.”

“I would like to speak to Doctor Nelson about a few issues,” Diantha said, considering the idea.

“Great. I’ll be at your quarters at 1850 hours sharp. See you then.”

“I didn’t officially accept,” Diantha said, but Russell had already bounded out the door.



Despite her hopes for a private car, Captain Beck found that the turbolift that had opened for her as she waited on the mall’s upper level after her late lunch at McBaughb’s was already occupied.

“Afternoon,” Porter said with a slight nod of his head.

“Don’t sound so happy to see me,” Beck replied, stepping in beside him then ordering the lift to Ops.

“Sorry.”

“No need to apologize. I’m right there with you.”

“Are you blaming your mood on Dr. Nelson too?” Porter asked.

“I could definitely assign some blame there.”

“This date thing was her idea.”

“That it was,” Beck said. “We should just go together.”

“Yeah.”

“Good,” Beck said as the lift slowed to a stop and the doors opened into Ops. “I’ll see you later.”

“Yep,” Porter said, heading over to his console as Beck made her way to her office. Obviously, he’d been making this whole thing a lot harder than it needed to be.



“How much longer do you plan on continuing this?” Bradley asked, resisting the urge to put his head down on table in front of him. Lunch had long since gone and they were now rapidly closing in on dinner, yet Billingsly’s questions kept coming. Bradley’s patience, meanwhile, was rapidly going.

“Until I have the answers I need for the book,” Billingsly replied. “Now then, how would you describe your business philosophy?”

Finally, a question Bradley could get into, he thought, perking up.

“Business is about more than profit,” Bradley said, going into speech-mode. “I am no Ferengi, not that the Ferengi are even the Ferengi anymore, but the point still stands. I run Dillon Enterprises with an eye toward the effect the businesses under our corporate umbrella can have on the citizens of the galaxy. We can provide goods and services for just about any activity and lifestyle you can imagine, which, considering the variety of beings in the Federation, is quite an accomplishment in itself.”

“So if you could sum up your business style in one word…”

“One word?” Bradley said thoughtfully. “Hmm…”

“Ruthless, perhaps?” Billingsly offered.

Bradley’s expression instantly darkened. “I don’t believe I have indicated anything resembling that.”

“John Simms, Junior might disagree.”

Bradley leaned back in his chair and sighed. So this was where Billingsly was headed this time. “Surely an experienced researcher such as yourself knows enough to understand that one’s rivals tend to have a distorted view of subjects.”

“So it is a distortion to say that you used your resources to cut off the expansion of commerce at a Starfleet facility?”

“I did no such thing,” Bradley said.

“Simms Ship Lines at one point planned to construct a large docking and retail facility at Waystation, did they not?”

“I do remember the proposal.”

“But it never happened.”

“Evidently not.”

“Because of you.”

“I think you’ll find that Simms canceled the project. I did not put up any obstacles.”

“You wouldn’t consider your purchase of the station’s naming rights to be an obstacle?”

“I fail to see how the events are connected. And, again, if you research the matter, you’ll find that my attempt was rebuffed.”

“Only because enough money was raised to counter your offer,” Billingsly said. “I cannot believe that you do not know where those funds came from.”

“A telethon. I watched it.”

“Now you’re just being combative.”

“I haven’t so much as raised my voice.”

“No, but you know exactly what I’m talking about, and you refuse to acknowledge it.”

“Fine then. Yes, I know that John Simms, Junior put up the money to counter my offer. That was his decision.”

“Which made it impossible for him to build a facility here.”

“Also his decision.”

“You maneuvered him into it.”

“I took actions to benefit my business, and he stopped me.”

“You were willing to use a Starfleet facility and its residents as pawns in a game of one-upmanship with a rival. And now, as President, you are supposed to be the leader of those same people as well as the Commander-in-Chief of Starfleet,” Billingsly said, rising from his seat as his voice grew louder with each passing word.

“Is there a point you’re trying to make?” Bradley snapped back, rising from his chair as well.

“You’re only out for your own glory. The presidency is just another acquisition to you.”

“Is that what this so-called biography is going to say? Was that your entire goal, Mister Billingsly? To write a hatchet job of me?”

“You don’t belong here!”

“This is my damn complex!”

“That’s not what I meant!”

“Then be clear!”

“You have no business being President!”

“So you want the Ferengi back!”

“Don’t give me that benevolent citizen crap. You only bought Earth back so you could take control of the Federation. You don’t really care about it or its citizens. If you cared, you wouldn’t have run off for a year!” Billingsly shouted.

“Not this again.”

“You’re a disgrace!”

“I think we’re finished here.”

Billingsly whipped what looked like a pen out of his suitcoat and aimed it at Bradley. “We’re not finished!” The “pen” suddenly fired a beam just over Bradley’s shoulder that seared into the center of the genuine Monet adorning the rear wall of the private dining room. “Not by a long shot.”



Considering all the anxiety Porter had felt earlier about finding a date, he was surprised to be having such a good time at dinner. Actually, though, when he thought about it, there really wasn’t a reason to be surprised. He was among friends and enjoying a pleasant meal and fun conversation. Sure, Commander Morales and Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges were all over each other, but Porter chalked that up to the Multek spirits Wuddle and Nelson had brought with them for the occasion. Porter had had more than a couple himself, which was making the sight of the disgustingly happy couple sucking face across the table from him all the more palatable. Nelson and Wuddle, meanwhile, seemed to have the wedded bliss thing going, but they were thus far avoiding any incredibly public displays of affection. But if Morales and Hodges got any more affectionate, they’d be publicly displaying a few other things.

Also brightening Porter’s mood was Russell’s choice of date for the evening. Porter fully expecting his friend to show up with some gorgeous woman on his arm that he’d just met that afternoon. Instead, Russell had brought Waystation’s new Chief Medical Officer, and neither of them looked quite happy to be with the other.

Yeoman Jones, meanwhile, had brought along one of her fellow students from the station’s Starfleet Academy Annex, whom she had introduced as Ponfrero.

“I broke his wrist during our unarmed combat class a few weeks ago,” Jones whispered to Porter. “I didn’t mean to. And I felt really bad about it, so I invited him to dinner to kind of make it up to him.”

“That was nice of you,” Porter said. Considering he and Captain Beck had decided to dump the date idea and come with each other, he was more than over Jones’s rejection of him earlier.

“Are you having fun, Ponfrero?” Jones asked, suddenly turning to her date.

“Auuggh!” Ponfrero cried startled as he flinched back from Jones. “I mean…y-y-y-yes. I’m fine. It’s fun. Very fun.”

“Good,” Jones said. “Another drink?”

Ponfrero protectively cradled his left wrist and watched Jones’s every move as she refilled his glass with a dazzling purple Multek wine.

“I think he’s still a little worked up about his arm,” Jones whispered to Porter with a slightly-intoxicated giggle.

“A little bit,” Porter said before letting out a loud snort.

“So how’s the hospitality business?” Beck asked Frequoq Wuddle.

“Going very well,” Wuddle replied with a relaxed smile. “There were a couple of bumps in the first few weeks, but our people have really come a long way. The Travel Section of Klingon Warrior Weekly even said that our tour guides have honor.”

“Good for you,” Beck said, finishing off the last of her glass of wine. Before tasting Multek wines, she’d never been a fan of the drink, but she had to admit that the Multeks had a way with grapes…or whatever fruit they were fermenting over there. She looked over at Nelson. “And what about you? Do you miss us?”

“Everyday. But I love Multos.” She gazed over at her husband. “And someone there.”

“I certainly hope so,” Wuddle said, leaning over and kissing his bride on the cheek. Beck couldn’t help grinning at their happiness. They were so sweet together.

“I would like to discuss Betsy Greer,” Dr. Diantha announced suddenly (and rather loudly).

“Who’s Betsy Greer?” Russell said.

“A patient Doctor Nelson should be familiar with.”

“I remember her,” Nelson said.

“Do we have to talk about her now, though?” Russell said.

“You said that I should come so that I could speak to my predecessor,” Diantha said, turning on Russell. “I am trying to do exactly that.”

“Okay,” Russell said, holding his hands up. “Didn’t mean to ruffle your feathers.”

“That was a bird joke.”

“Yes.”

“I am offended.”

“Then you should drink more.”

Diantha let out a low hiss from her beak, then looked back to Nelson. “Betsy Greer.”

“What about her?”

“According to your notes, she came to you approximately eighteen months ago complaining of eye spasms, sensations of heat in her lower back, and excessive fingernail and toenail growth. At the time, you diagnosed her with Nesticat’s Syndrome.”

“The symptoms fit, and she had been exposed to an irradiated dopulat spleen shortly before that, which is the primary cause of Nesticat’s.”

“Why would anyone be near a radioactive spleen?” Russell asked. “And how did it happen enough that it got its own syndrome?”

“You do not have the medical knowledge necessary to participate in this discussion, so remain silent,” Diantha snapped before returning her focus to Nelson. “I am not disputing your diagnosis. Your treatment, however, was worthless.”

“Doctor,” Beck warned, leaning forward in her seat. She moved a bit too fast and found her head swimming. “Woah now.”

“I can handle this, Lisa,” Nelson said.

“Good,” Beck said, settling back in her chair. “I’m going to be really still for a minute or two.”

“Drink?” Porter offered.

“Please.”

“Are you questioning my competence?” Nelson demanded angrily.

“Yes,” Diantha said flatly as the two doctors glared at each other.

“Is Diantha about to start pecking people?” Jones asked Porter.

“Auugghh!” Ponfrero cried, jolting back in his seat so hard that he toppled to the floor. “Owwww.”

“Let me help you up,” Jones said.

“Noooooo!”



Bradley cooly eyed the tiny weapon pointed at him. As far as assassination attempts went, this one was fairly mild. On the downside, Bradley was now trapped in a room alone with this man. Once this was all over, he needed to have a word with the management of Random House of Penguins in Your Pocket Books about the mental stability of their writers. Obviously this one was a tad bit on the unhinged side.

“We seem to have moved beyond tarnishing my character,” Bradley said calmly, locking his eyes on Billingsly’s.

“Character? Do you honestly think you have any?” Billingsly said with an unhinged laugh.

“If you’ll pardon my saying so, this all seems to be rather personal to you. Do you believe that I have done something to you in the past that warrants my death?”

“You’re an insult to me and every single one of my ancestors.”

Bradley mulled that one over for a moment. “Ah…well…that’s…that’s completely insane actually, now that I think about it.”

“Insane? Insane is the idea that you in any way deserve to be President of the Federation. Who are you? You’re just some guy who got lucky and ended up rich enough to buy the Presidency. You have no political background, no breeding…”

“Breeding?” Bradley interrupted. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Your parents are nobodies. A psychologist and a teacher. Your family is nothing but a bunch of people with unremarkable lives.”

“I wasn’t aware that famous ancestors were a prerequisite to become president,” Bradley said flatly.

“Greatness is in the blood!” Billingsly exclaimed. “And it must not be denied. I can trace my ancestry back to three Federation Presidents, fifteen different Presidents of the United States of America, two British Prime Ministers, and the English Royal Family! What do you have? A couple of Starfleet Officers, none of whom did anything exceptional. You’re all average. History has forgotten every single member of your bloodline, and it sickens me that my words are going to help ensure that you are remembered.”

“Because it should be you in my job instead.”

“You’re damn right it should!” Billingsly thundered. “I’ve worked. I’ve studied. I’ve strived. I’ve run for office on Earth and three separate colonies. You, meanwhile, have never even had to face a voter.”

“That doesn’t mean I can’t do the job,” Bradley said. “And as for the voters, we’ll see what they think next year when I’m up for reelection.”

Billingsly snorted. “So you found out you can’t buy your way in again?”

“I wouldn’t if I could. I’ve had my shot and done my best. If I get another term, I want it to be because the citizens of the Federation feel I’m the right person for the task. Why don’t you run against me? Tell the galaxy about your great breeding and see if they care. They won’t, you know. The Presidency is about getting results. They want to know what you’ve done.”

“No they don’t,” Billingsly said. “You know as well as I do that these things are about playing to the holocams. You can have the best skills in the world, but if you don’t have looks and charisma, you’re sunk.”

“Fortunately, I have those too,” Bradley said.

“That’s not the way it should work.”

“I don’t like your way any better.”

“Then I guess it’s a good thing I’m the one with the laser.”

“Killing me won’t make you President.”

“No, but maybe the next one will be someone worthy of the title,” Billingsly said, aiming the laser pen at Bradley’s head.

“Possibly, but why don’t you start working to position yourself to run someday instead?”

“I told you. I’ve already tried.”

“But not from the right starting point. You’re on the outside. You need to get inside the political world and start making a name for yourself. I could help you.”

“Are you…offering me a job?”

“Why would you want to put out a biography of me now when my Presidency isn’t over yet? You could become my official chronicler. With that kind of access, you could speak to Federation Councilors, the Vice-President, anyone. You would become known inside the halls of power, and then, when you’re ready, you could move up to a Press Relations position to start getting your name and face out to the citizens of the Federation. What happens after that will depend on you, but I can give you a start.”

“In exchange for me not killing you.”

“I’m worth more to you alive than dead,” Bradley said with a smile.

“Yes, but how do I know I can trust you?”

“What’s the alternative? You shoot me and end up in prison for the rest of your life? Presidential assassins don’t get to go to cushy rehabilitation colonies. And from now on your relatives and descendants will be known for having you in their bloodline. Maybe someone will look at their breeding and assume they must be criminals too.”

“So Official Biographer and PR Secretary then?”

“That’s what I said.”

“Then I’d be pleased to accept your offer of employment,” Billingsly said, abruptly putting the laser pen back in his coat pocket and grabbing Bradley’s hand to shake.

“That’s good news.”

“I guess I should be off, then,” Billingsly said jovially, rising from his seat and certainly not acting at all like someone who had just threatened the life of a major galactic personage. “I have to tell my current employers that there’s been a change in circumstances then get home to pack.”

“An excellent idea,” Bradley replied, standing to see him out. “My office will be contacting you with the details.”

“I look forward to it. Good bye, Mister President.”

Billingsly bowed, then practically skipped out of the office. Once he was gone, Bradley sank back into his chair and let out a long, slow sigh of relief. Bradley knew he should call his Special Secret Section immediately and have the man arrested for threatening the President, but that would just lead to a showy, messy trial and drum up massive sales for the hatchet-job biography Billingsly would inevitably publish. Hiring Billingsly instead wouldn’t normally be Bradley’s favorite choice, but this outcome did have the benefits of keeping Bradley alive and allowing him to control what Billingsly published about him. Any resulting biography would undoubtedly present a much more favorable view than Billingsly’s current version.

On the other hand, the man was unstable. Instability could lead to unpredictability, which Bradley despised. But what could he do about it, unless…

“President Dillon to Agent Anderson.”

“Anderson here,” the voice of the head of Bradley’s Special Secret Section security force replied.

“Do I have the power to make people disappear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Is there a form I need to fill out or anything?”

“No, sir.”

“Well isn’t that interesting?” Bradley said, a grin tugging at edges of his mouth.



Wow, the mood in the room had shifted quickly, Porter thought at Drs. Diantha and Nelson glared at each other across the long dining table. Not that Commander Morales and Stephanie Hodges had noticed. They were still too into each other. Way too into each other. Beside Porter, Beck wobbled a bit in her chair. He reflexively reached out and steadied her before going for another swig of his own wine. He’d already hit intoxicated, but if a fight was about to break out in here, he’d prefer to be all the way to drunk.

“My treatment of Betsy Greer followed the protocols for Nesticat’s Syndrome to the letter,” Nelson said firmly.

“That’s exactly the problem. You didn’t think for one moment to vary the treatment for differences in species, and now she is back bothering me with the same symptoms,” Diantha replied, gesturing emphatically as her wings reflexively twitched, forcing Russell to duck out of the way before he was slapped in the face.

“There are no species-specific treatments for Nesticat’s,” Nelson said.

“How would you know? Looking at your logs, the only thing you ever researched was that thing inside you. Betsy Greer is one-sixteenth Eiriposi, but you didn’t look at her records enough to notice.”

“It doesn’t matter with Nesticat’s!” Nelson said, barely keeping her voice below a shout.

“Then how does she have it again?” Diantha demanded, slamming her hands down on the table and leaning toward Nelson.

“Probably the same way she caught it the first time!” Nelson retorted, matching Diantha’s pose.

The two were now mere centimeters from each other, both eyeing the other angrily.

“Another drink anyone?” Frequoq Wuddle said, nervously holding up another bottle of wine.

“Please,” Beck, Porter, Russell, Jones, and Ponfrero all said, reaching for their glasses.



This was it! A new life! A new direction!

Billingsly had only just arrived that morning and put his belongs into temporary quarters on Waystation. Now here he was, packing again, throwing everything back into his travel case so that he could catch the first transport back to…

What was that hissing sound?

Suddenly so sleepy…can’t stand up…what’s happ…

THUD



Nelson and Diantha looked about ready to rip each other limb from limb, which, considering her beak and the claw-like nails at the end of her long fingers, gave Diantha a bit of an edge in that arena. Porter sincerely hoped it wouldn’t come to that…well, he kind of hoped it…aw, who was he kidding, at this point he’d had enough wine that it didn’t really matter what happened.

Nelson, meanwhile, continued to stare down her opponent.

And then she suddenly burst out laughing and dropped back into her seat.

“What?” Diantha said. “What is so funny?”

“I just remembered something.”

“What?”

“I don’t care,” Nelson said before breaking into another fit of giggles. “I don’t work here anymore. Go ahead and treat old Betsy any way your little heart desires.”

“Um…thank you,” Diantha said confused. “I will.”

“So when are you two having kids?” Jones asked suddenly, drawing another startled cry from the ever-flinching Ponfrero.

“Can’t we be married for a while first?” Nelson asked with a laugh.

“No! I want babies!” Jones cried. The entire group stared at her. It was even enough to pull Morales and Hodges out of their marathon make-out session. “Um…I didn’t mean it that way,” Jones squeaked. “I just want to hold someone else’s. And to babysit. And then give the baby back. I promise.”

“Sure, Tina. We believe you,” Beck said before the room dissolved into laughter.

“We will be holding you to that babysitting offer, though,” Wuddle said.

“You’d better believe that,” Nelson said.

As the conversation moved off to other topics, Porter leaned over to Beck. “Crisis averted,” he whispered.

“Thank the Great Bird,” Beck replied. She and Porter looked at each other, then Diantha, then back at each other. “Not that one,” Beck said just before they both started cackling.

It took a good five minutes for them to regain enough control of themselves to speak.

“That was good,” Beck said.

“Yeah. Exactly what I needed,” Porter replied.

“Uh huh. So let’s just sit back, relax, have another glass of wine, and enjoy ourselves,” Beck said, handing Porter his glass, then clanking hers against his. “No more excitement.”

“Hear hear.”



No more excitement? What she should have said was ‘no more alcohol’, Beck thought as she slowly regained consciousness. You couldn’t just shake off the effects of Multek wine the way you could synthehol. Yeoman Jones had warned her about that.

Beck slowly lazily opened her eyes, then closed them.

They snapped open again a split-second later.

Craig Porter was in her bed.

What was Craig Porter doing in her bed?

Why was Craig Porter naked and in her bed?

Why was she naked and in her bed with Craig Porter?

Oh Great Bird, this wasn’t even her bed!

Why was she naked and in Craig Porter’s bed with a naked Craig Porter?

What had she done?

What had THEY done?

Dumb question. She knew damn well what they’d done.

And suddenly the memories came flooding back to prove it.

Oh no. No no no.

Yeoman Jones had warned her about this, too!



END




Estrangers in the Night



At first there had been sleep.

Blissful sleep.

And then…

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter jolted awake, his eyes instantly opening as his body tensed to alert status ready for whatever crisis was about to confront him.

Woah. That was a naked woman.

There was a naked female body in bed with him.

Eyes locked on the curves in front of him, Porter struggled to piece together the events of the night before and determine just how this had happened. There was the dinner with Dr. Nelson and Frequoq Wuddle, and a lot of wine, and then he and Captain Beck had wandered back to his quarters and…

Oh shit.

Porter’s looked up at the face of the naked woman beside him.

Oh shit!

“Sorry,” Beck muttered through the hand she had clapped over her mouth. “I just…I didn’t remember…I…I…I’ve gotta go.” Beck leapt out of Porter’s bed, scooped up her uniform, and fled into the bathroom.

Should he say something to her? What was there to say? He really should say something, though. This was the kind of circumstance that required some words of some sort. Something…

WHOOSH

Porter broke out of his thoughts just in time to see a now-uniformed Beck zoom out of his quarters.

So much for talking.

Well, hopefully this wouldn’t make things weird between them.





THREE WEEKS LATER…



The turbolift doors opened, allowing Captain Lisa Beck to stride quickly out into Ops. “Morning, Commander,” she said, immediately heading over to Commander Walter Morales’s post at the docking control console. “Anything to report?”

“No, ma’am,” Morales said. “And we have a fairly light day of arrivals and departures. Things should be fairly quiet.”

“Good. I’ve got some things I need to catch up on. I’ll be in my office if anyone needs me.” She turned toward her office, her eyes locking with Porter’s for a split-second. Porter quickly averted his gaze to the sensor readouts scrolling across his console. Beck looked away just as quickly, her eyes focusing instead on her office door, which she practically bolted for. Moments later, she was safely ensconced inside.

Porter let out an inaudible sigh.

Nope. Things weren’t weird. Not at all.



Inside her office, Captain Beck plopped down into her desk chair and groaned. That was just…awkward. Not that the same scene hadn’t played out in pretty much the same way everyday for the last three weeks.

This was absolutely insane. She and Craig Porter had been good friends for years. So they slept together. Big deal.

So why couldn’t they look each other in the eye?

Maybe they just needed a little more time. Things would get back to normal…eventually.

They’d been friends for too long to let a little thing like a drunken one-night stand get in the way. It’d take a lot more than that to permanently damage their friendship.

She hoped.



Crewman (well, crewwoman really) Jinesek was of two minds about the light-traffic days on Waystation. On the one hand, it meant not having to deal with as many moronic questions and pointless complaints from the passengers on the various starliners arriving at and departing from the station as she stood at her post at the reception counter near the exit of Docking Bay Three. However, no ships meant a lot of time assigned to other, even less glamorous duties around the docking bay. She hadn’t been pleased when Captain Beck announced that docking bay personnel would now double as welcome staff (an idea she was certain that Yeoman Tina Jones was responsible for. Everyone knew that Jones was shifting every job she could off onto others now that she was taking classes at the Academy Annex on the station on her way to becoming an officer), but Jinesek had quickly found that talking to some of the station visitors actually could be interesting.

Thus far, the new arrivals disembarking from the transport currently resting in the docking bay hadn’t been much for conversation. Jinesek did what she could to engage them, thus extending this process for the one ship scheduled to land in Docking Bay Three today as long as she could and saving herself from cleaning the emitter on the docking bay tractor beam array as long as possible.

“You’re sure you don’t want to hear about the sales going on in the mall?” Jinesek called after the Vulcan she had helped. Well, “help” was really a strong word for it. The Vulcan had simply wanted to know what deck the arboretum was on. With only one other person waiting in line at her little reception console, Jinesek did all she could to offer additional assistance. The Vulcan wasn’t interested. He didn’t even raise an eyebrow at her. People could be so serious.

With the Vulcan gone, the final person in line, stepped up to Jinesek’s console. Jinesek looked from the departing Vulcan to the human woman in front of her and froze, unable to get out her usual “Welcome to Waystation” banter.

“Do I get temporary quarters from you?” the woman asked.

“Um…”

“Is there a problem?”

“Er…no. I’m sorry,” Jinesek said, quickly turning her attention to her console. She glanced back up. “You just look an awful lot like our captain.”

“I’m not her.”

“No, you aren’t. Again, I’m sorry. Could I get your name please?”

“Doctor Katherine Beck.”

“Beck?” Jinesek said, studying the woman’s face again. “Our captain…”

“I just want a place to stay,” Kathy Beck snapped, cutting her off.

“Are you two related? I could contact Ops and let Captain Beck know…”

“Quarters!”

“Sorry. There. Deck 84. Room 8437.”

“Thank you,” Kathy said. She moved to go, then turned back to Jinesek. “And as far as you’re concerned, I am not here.”

“But you’re standing right in front of me.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Not really.”

“Don’t…tell anyone…that I am…here!”

“If my superior officers ask, I have to tell them.”

“They won’t ask.”

“Then why are you worried about me telling anyone? Would anyone even care that you’re here? Except Captain Beck, and I don’t talk to her socially…or ever really.”

“Just don’t!”

“Fine! Have a nice day!”

“I will!” Kathy shouted, storming out of the docking bay and leaving Jinesek alone. Dammit. Jinesek should have argued with her a bit longer. Now she was going to have to clean that emitter. Were there no other arriving passengers around she could yell at? No? Dammit!



If he hadn’t been paying so much attention to the holovision feed on his console, Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell probably would have seen them coming. As it was, though, today’s episode of “Days of Honor” caused him to totally miss the entrance of two members of Federation President Bradley Dillon’s Special Secret Section into the Security Office on the lower level of Starfleet Square Mall until they were glowering across the desk at him.

“You will see him now,” Agent Anderson, the head of the Special Secret Section, said to Russell.

“Who? Huh? Wait. Now? No. I need two more minutes. B’lok is about to…”

“Now!” Anderson repeated, grabbing Russell by the front of his uniform and hoisting the Waystation Security Chief to his feet just as Bradley Dillon strode into the office.

“Commander Russell,” Bradley said warmly, grabbing a confused Russell’s hand and shaking it quickly. “Thank you for seeing me on such short notice.”

“Wasn’t given much choice,” Russell muttered, stealing a glance at the holovision monitor. Hey! Who was that on the ground with the bat’leth sticking out of his back? Or was it a her? It was hard to tell with Klingons sometimes. What just happened?”

“Excuse me?” Bradley said, the smile on his face never wavering.

The closing credits began to roll, and Russell still didn’t know who’d been impaled. Why the hell couldn’t Bradley and his goons just have the common courtesy to let him finish his show in peace? Now he was going to have to wait until tomorrow to… Oh. Bradley was still waiting for a response. No sense in antagonizing the Federation President…even if this was his fault.

“I just said I’m happy to assist,” Russell said, pasting on a smile of his own. “What can I do for you?”

“A threat has been made against one of my establishments on the station.”

“What kind of threat?” Russell asked, his full attention now focused on Bradley. This conversation wasn’t going to be a waste of his time after all.

“A bomb threat.”

“When? Against what? Did they give you a timetable? Was the threat commed to you? We might be able to trace…”

“There’s really no mystery to solve here, Commander,” Bradley said. “The threat was made against the Double D Diner by the Andorian Baughb.”

“He threatened your restaurant?”

“So I’ve been told by my employees.”

“He threatened them?”

“Not directly.”

“You’ve lost me,” Russell said.

“You are aware that the Double D is staffed by Betazoids?”

“Yeah. They know what you want before you order it. It’s a great gimmick.”

“I thought so,” Bradley said. “However, in the course of their duties, three members of the staff picked up violent thoughts directed toward the diner. Each of them focused in on Baughb, who was passing by outside at the time, and apparently he was having very specific thoughts about blowing up my establishment, right down to where to best place the explosives in order to cause the most damage.”

“He thought about blowing your place up,” Russell said.

“Yes.”

“And you want me to do something about it.”

“Yes!” Bradley said.

Evidently Russell had jumped to the conclusion about his time not being wasted a bit too soon. “I can’t arrest somebody for thinking something, even violent somethings,” Russell said.

“I’m not asking for an arrest, Mister Russell. Just an investigation,” Bradley replied.

“Based on what evidence?”

“Aren’t the thoughts enough?”

“No. He hasn’t done anything wrong. No laws were broken, and beyond that, I’m getting the content of these thoughts third-hand.”

“You do recall, of course, that the Andorian in question was persona non grata on this station for a year after he killed someone. I’m no lawyer, but last I checked murder was a crime. Now this person who already has a history of violent action is thinking about coming after my restaurant. For the safety of the residents of this station, I feel quite strongly that it is your duty to investigate this.”

“You do.”

“I do,” Bradley said pointedly.

Russell got the distinct sense that this was not so much a request as a direct order from the President of the United Federation of Planets.

“I’ll look into it,” Russell said. Bradley smiled indicating that Russell had chosen wisely.

“Thank you, Commander.”

“I’ll need to interview the three employees who heard…or whatever the thoughts.”

“Of course. You will have our complete cooperation. I’ll expect to hear from you shortly.” And with that, Bradley turned and made his exit, his Special Secret Section smoothly taking up positions surrounding him.

Russell, meanwhile, was left wondering how he was supposed to investigate something that may or may not have occurred inside an Andorian’s head. Baughb seemed nice enough and all, but Russell worried that if he walked up to him and said, “Excuse me, Baughb. Are you planning to blow up the Double D Diner?”, he might just end up with a large blade sticking out of his chest, and Russell had a general policy to avoid that kind of thing.



By all rights, she shouldn’t care, but Crewman Jinesek couldn’t deny her Gorrellan heritage. This is not to say that all Gorrellans were nosy as though it were some kind of species trait. No one would ever be so tactless as to suggest such a thing (Even if more than one Gorrellan had been found snooping in areas they didn’t belong or getting involved in matters that didn’t concern them. And all records of early Federation maps labeling their homeworld Busybodious Three have long since been destroyed.). Still Jinesek couldn’t get the arrival of Kathy Beck out of her mind, particularly her desire for secrecy. Secrecy usually meant some kind of plot was in the offing, and more often than not, such plotting involved a party. And if there was going to be a party, Jinesek was damn well going to be attending, even if it meant blackmailing the station liaison officer for an invitation in exchange for her silence.

Jinesek found said liaison officer, Yeoman Tina Jones, at her desk in the Waystation Welcome Center while her Multek assistant, Hypple, was attending to a cheery Trill couple and filling them in on the glorious sights the Multek Enclave had to offer. Jinesek gave Hypple a quick wave, which he returned (his skin was just an amazing white. And perfectly smooth, like porcelain. She really wouldn’t mind getting her hands on… This was not the time), then she strode over to Jones’ desk, where the Yeoman was buried in a padd of notes from one of her Academy classes studying, which seemed to be all she ever did anymore. Jinesek was about to say something, but stopped when she saw the bottle on the desk beside Jones.

“Is that duomali juice?” Jinesek blurted out, scaring the crap out of Jones, who responded with a startled cry as she tumbled out of her chair. Jones quickly ascertained that she was in no actual peril and pulled herself to her feet. “Wow. That security training is something,” Jinesek said with a laugh. “Pretty soon you’ll be as good at running away from danger as our real security officers.”

“I didn’t hear you come up,” Jones said. “I was concentrating.”

“Evidently.”

“What did you want?”

“A couple of things. First, as I already asked, is that duomali juice.”

“Yeah.”

“How did you get that? I thought the crops on Kerkigar were practically wiped out this year.”

“Really? I didn’t know that. Actually, I’ve never had the stuff until today. Someone left it for me.”

“Left it for you,” Jinesek said flatly. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope. It was here when I got in this morning with a note saying it was for me. It was probably just some freighter captain or another who was happy with our service. Do you want a glass?”

“That’s okay. You keep it,” Jinesek said. Inside she was seething. “Happy with our service.” Right. And in gratitude, Jones gets presents while Jinesek got to clean emitters. How was that fair? Jinesek’s repayment was coming, though, and it wasn’t going to involve some fruit juice. It was time to get down to business.

“So when is the party?” she asked.

“What party?” Jones replied.

“For the Captain.”

“There’s a party for the captain?” Jones asked. Jinesek had to hand it to the human. She was doing a very convincing job of looking completely confused.

“You can tell me, Tina. I won’t spoil the surprise.”

“I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Come on. I know what’s going on. I saw Captain Beck’s sister when she arrived.”

“The captain’s sister is here!” Jones exclaimed. Um…maybe Jones wasn’t so much faking confusion.

“Yeah,” Jinesek said, pressing on. “You know Captain Beck. Is her birthday coming up or something?”

“It was two months ago. Did her sister say anything to you?”

“Only that she didn’t want me to tell anyone that she was here.”

“So you told me.”

“Look, is there going to be a surprise party or not?”

“Not that I know of.”

“And if you don’t know about it, it probably isn’t happening,” Jinesek said in irritation.

Jones thought for a moment then nodded. “Yeah. That’s usually true…but I didn’t know about Captain Beck’s sister coming. Maybe she didn’t want to cause a disruption. If people knew she was here, they might start treating her differently.”

“You mean like sucking up.”

“Yeah. Did you suck up to her?”

“No. No one who saw our conversation would ever accuse me of that.”

“Good. But we probably should do something, just to make sure she’s comfortable.”

“I really don’t want to be her personal attendant while she’s here,” Jinesek said. Why did she even say that? If Jones hadn’t had that idea before, she would now. Quick! Run!

“No no. Nothing like that,” Jones said. Jinesek relaxed. “I’m just going to check with the captain. She probably won’t want me to do anything, but I should at least see.”

“You do that,” Jinesek replied, ready to head for the exit. “But if she asks, you didn’t hear about this from me.”

“Um…okay.”

Her ass sufficiently covered, Jinesek headed out of the Welcome Center, giving Hypple another friendly wave as she left. So maybe there wasn’t a party with the command crew tonight. Surely she could find something else exciting going on. And if not…well, she could always see if Hypple was available.

Jones, meanwhile, couldn’t help but worry if she was about to have her evening study plans shoved out the nearest airlock if Captain Beck did end up wanting her to arrange some kind of reception or dinner for the captain’s sister. Beck probably wouldn’t come right out and say it, but it was part of Jones’s job to be ready for these sorts of things (At least Jones thought of it as her job, even though really planning dinners for the command crew was nowhere in her position description), whether her studying was affected or not.

“Jones to Captain Beck,” she said, tapping her commbadge.

“Beck here,” the captain’s voice replied with an edge of fatigue followed by a slight grunt.

“Are you okay, Captain?”

“Fine. Just stretching. I’ve been staring at this damn screen for way too long.”

“I can speak to you later if…”

“Now’s fine, Tina. I could use the interruption. What did you need?”

“I know you probably didn’t want a big deal made about this, but I was wondering, now that I know she’s here, if you’d like me to put together a reception or something for your sister.”

There was absolute silence on the other end of the commline.

“Captain?” Jones ventured finally.

“I’m going to ask you a very important question now, Tina, and I want you to answer it as thoroughly as you can.”

“Yes, ma’am. Sure.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Your sister arrived today, and I just wanted to know if you wanted to have a dinner for her or anything,” Jones said, suddenly wishing that the comm system would pick now to fail.

“My sister is here.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jones said, quickly pulling up the passenger manifest from the transport that had arrived earlier in the day on the monitor embedded in the surface of the circular reception desk. “I believe so. You didn’t know she was coming?”

“No. Are you certain it’s her?”

“Doctor Katherine Beck.”

“Where is she staying?” Beck said. It was definitely a demand rather than a casual request for information.

Jones typed in a few more commands and found the room assignment Jinesek had made earlier. “8734,” she replied. “Would you like me to send her a welcome package? I could put something together.”

No response.

“Captain?”

Nothing.

“Captain Beck?”

Over the commline, Jones heard the soft whoosh of Beck’s office doors opening and closing.



In his years as a security officer, Lieutenant Commander Russell had interviewed many witnesses about many things. While the details may have changed from event to event, there was a basic questioning protocol. “What did you see?” “What did you hear?” And so on. The current investigation, however, made phrasing even the most basic beginning question difficult.

“What did you think you thought Baughb was thinking?”

After stumbling through two fairly useless interviews with a Betazoid busboy and short order cook from the Double D Diner, Russell hadn’t gotten any better at asking what he needed to ask. And, based on the reactions of his interviewees, his disdain for the entire mess was evidently coming through.

Of course, that tended to happen when dealing with mind-readers.

This time, though, he was going to be professional…and prepared. He had his questions somewhat rearranged, and his mind was totally focused on them. The next witness to come through his office door would sense nothing but his complete preoccupation with the matter.

The office door chime sounded.

<The case. The case. The case.>

“Come in,” he called.

<The case. The case. The case.>

The doors slid open.

<The case. The case. The case…Damn, she’s hot!>

The Betazoid woman who was stepping into his office stopped, her eyes narrowing at Russell.

<SHUT UP BRAIN! The case. The case. The case.>

“Thank you for coming,” Russell said, extending his hand for the newcomer to shake. “I’m Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell, Chief of Station Security. And you are…” He glanced down at his padd, even though he would have much rather continued gazing at the dark-haired beauty standing before him. “…Sutrea Gral.”

“That’s right,” Sutrea said, sliding into the chair across from Russell. Somehow she made the mere act of sitting look intensely enticing.

“Good. Now Ms. Gral…”

“Sutrea, please. I hear Ms. Gral, and I start looking for my mother.”

“Okay. Now then, Sultry…” He saw her eyes narrow again a split-second before his brain registered what he’d just said. “Sutrea! Sutrea. I have a few questions I need to ask about this incident with Baughb.”

<Focus on the questions. Focus on the questions.>

“First off…” he continued.

Sutrea raised her hand to stop him, then rattled off answers, “Yes. Just before the end of my shift. About ten meters away. Never on a first date. And how dare you ask me that.”

“Er…okay. Well, thanks for your time.”

“You’re welcome,” Sutrea said flatly as she rose from her chair and turned toward the exit.

<Great Bird, she’s got a fantastic…>

“It is nice, isn’t it?” Sutrea said, glancing back at Russell before she slipped out the door.

Oh well. So much for professionalism. It was overrated anyway.



For all of her determination in coming down here, Captain Beck couldn’t help but wonder if this was a bad idea. It was a little too late now, though. The sound of the door chime was just fading, and soon she would be face-to-face with the sister she hadn’t spoken with in almost two decades. Maybe she should have waited and let Kathy come to her. But she’d come this far. Beck could go the rest of the way to make this rapprochement happen.

The doors of the guest quarters slid open, and Beck forced herself to withhold a gasp. Despite the passage of time, in Beck’s mind Kathy was still the 15-year-old girl she’d last seen in their family home in North Carolina. The woman in front of her was unmistakably Kathy, but she looked so…grown. They both had done a lot of growing in the intervening years.

Spotting Beck, Kathy’s face darkened. “I should have known,” she spat, turning away in disgust.

Okay. So maybe Beck’s expectations of growth were a tad high.

“Kathy,” she said, following her sister into her quarters. “I’m so glad you came. I hoped you would respond when I commed you a few months ago, but, when I didn’t hear anything back, I assumed… Never mind. It doesn’t matter now. It’s…it’s good to see you.”

“I didn’t come to see you,” Kathy shot back, turning on Beck.

Beck stopped, taken aback by the hatred blazing from her sister’s eyes.

“You…didn’t…”

“Twenty goddamn years later, and you still think the universe revolves around you. Why the hell did Starfleet have to go and make you a captain? Just inflated that raging ego even more, didn’t it?”

“Kathy, that’s not…I…” Beck trailed off, feeling completely off-balance. Kathy hadn’t come to see her? Then why…

“I have business to attend to on this station, Lisa. Unfortunately, it happens to be a place where you are. If I didn’t have to be here, I can assure you, I wouldn’t be, and as soon as my work here is done, I’ll be leaving. If you can just pretend I’m not here during that time, it will be better for both of us. I can damn well tell you that’s how I’m going to be handling it.”

“What sort of business?” Beck asked softly.

“Does it matter?”

“I just wanted to know what you’ve been doing. Astro-Tech is keeping you happy?”

“It’s fine. They and Starfleet have both approved my visit here, so you don’t need to stick your nose into it.”

“Wait. Starfleet? Why are we involved?”

“I am meeting with an officer tomorrow.”

“Woah. Hang on a second. That would be my officer you’re talking about, so I have every right to know who you’re meeting with and why.”

“I have approval.”

“Not from me, and I haven’t heard a thing about it. So unless you feel like waiting for me to confirm this with Starfleet Command, start talking. Who is it?”

“Craig Porter. He’s a Lieutenant Commander in…”

“I know who Craig is!” Beck snapped. “And he never said anything about meeting with you!” Not that he would considering how things have been between us lately, Beck added to herself.

“That’s because I haven’t contacted him yet,” Kathy said.

“So you think you can just show up and use one of my officers for whatever project you’re working on.”

Kathy stormed over to a nearby desk and snatched a padd off of it, which she practically threw at Beck. “There! Like I said! Approval! From Starfleet!”

“But not from me.”

“It’s from over your head,” Kathy said.

“He doesn’t have to talk to you.”

“What? Are you going to order him not to?”

“I could.”

“Anything to hurt me, huh?”

“I’m not trying to hurt you!” Beck shouted.

“Why not? You always did such a great job of it!”

“That was never what I wanted.”

“No. You just wanted everything your way. Well, too bad, Captain. You don’t get your way on this one.”

“Kathy…”

“I have a lot of reading to do before I meet with Commander Porter tomorrow.”

“If we could just talk….”

“I have nothing to say.”

“Then listen.”

“There’s nothing to hear,” Kathy said heading back into the bedroom. “You can show yourself out.” The bedroom door closed, leaving Beck standing alone. Her impulse was to charge the bedroom door, screaming all the way. Kathy was damn well going to hear her out, even if Beck had to have her held down by Security to make it happen.

She held herself back, though. What would it get her? Kathy would still hate her. Probably even more than she did now, if that was possible. Beck waited a few more seconds, watching the door for some sign that Kathy might come out.

Beck knew she could still try to reach out to her sister. An “I love you”, or maybe just a simple “Good night,” could be enough to get through to her. Instead Beck said nothing as she walked out into the corridor.



“Sounds like a waste of time to me,” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter said just before taking a sip of his orange juice as he sat with Lieutenant Commander Russell, Yeoman Jones, and Commander Walter Morales in the food court of Starfleet Square Mall the next morning.

“No kidding,” Russell grumbled. “But he’s the president. I can’t just say no, can I?”

“Um…I don’t think so,” Jones said. “I mean, since Bradley’s the president, he’s technically the Commander in Chief of Starfleet, which means he can give orders. Now normally the president wouldn’t give an order to an individual officer like this, but there’s nothing to say he can’t, right, Commander?” Jones pointed this last question to Morales, who just grunted without looking up from his eggs.

“Succinct, ain’t he?” Porter said.

Jones leaned over and playfully slapped Morales’s arm. “He’s just pouting because his girlfriend couldn’t be here to make googly-eyes at him over breakfast.”

“Steph does not make googly-eyes,” Morales said.

“Uh huh.”

“I wasn’t done complaining,” Russell said.

“Sorry,” Porter replied. “We now return to your regularly- scheduled whining.”

“Jones’s right,” Morales said, before Russell could start back up. “Unfortunately.”

“Crap,” Russell muttered.

“I wouldn’t be happy about it either. Man’s got a lot of nerve. Too much nerve.”

“He is the president. I think he’s got to have nerve or he couldn’t do the job…or run his business,” Jones said.

Morales grunted again.

“So what am I supposed to do?” Russell asked. “I interviewed the so-called witnesses, and I don’t have anything to show for it except for some very nice memories.”

“One of them was hot, huh?” Porter said.

“Oh yeah. Maybe I should question her again.”

“Would it help your case?” Jones asked.

“Don’t go all security officer on me now, Tina. You don’t get to do that until you graduate…and even then, don’t,” Russell said. He leaned back in his chair and sighed. “I have to talk to Baughb, don’t I?”

“That would seem to be the logical next step,” Porter said. “In a waste of time kind of way.”

“You could try talking to Captain Beck about it. I doubt she’d like it if she knew someone was borrowing one of her officers,” Morales said.

“Excuse me,” an unfamiliar female voice said, interrupting the conversation and drawing the group’s attention to the woman who had just stepped up to their table. “Craig Porter?”

“That would be me,” Porter replied, unable to stop from staring at the newcomer. Something about her was very familiar.

“Could I borrow you for a moment?”

Russell chuckled. “Maybe you need to talk to Captain Beck about this one,” he said to Porter.

“She knows I’m here and that my business with Mister Porter has been approved by Starfleet,” the woman said crisply. She turned her attention back to Porter. “Do you have a moment, Commander?”

“An abundance of them,” Porter said, wiping his mouth with his napkin then getting up from his seat. “What can I do for you?”

“I’d like to talk to you somewhere private, if you don’t mind.”

“Even better,” Porter said. “My lab’s just a few decks away.” He escorted the woman away as Russell, Morales, and Jones watched.

“His lab? Take her to your quarters, you moron,” Russell muttered.

“Who was that?” Morales asked.

Jones gulped down a bit of food uncomfortably. “Er…I don’t know,” she lied. That had to be Dr. Kathy Beck, but if Captain Beck’s reaction yesterday was any indication, there was more going on here than Jones knew. But in this case, she was pretty sure she didn’t want to know. Okay, who was she kidding? She did want to know, but she wasn’t about to ask the captain about it…or let on to the others that she knew anything. Porter would surely fill them all in later, and then maybe Jones could get some idea of what the hell was going on around here.



Sitting across the table from Captain Beck in the Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet Andorian Restaurant, Federation Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges idly swirled the chunks around in her water and waited for her long-time friend to stop watching the door.

“Well…this is…different,” Hodges said finally. “I’m so glad I ditched Walter to do this instead.”

Beck craned her neck again to get a look at the door. As it was, the pair was seated in the darkest corner of the restaurant, which was pretty damn dark, making the likelihood of anyone seeing them fairly low. It also made it quite hard to see the restaurant entrance, as evidenced by Beck’s contortions.

“Lisa, what the hell are you doing?” Hodges said.

“I don’t want her to see you.”

“Her who?”

“Kathy.”

“Kathy who?” Hodges suddenly stopped. “Kathy! She’s here!”

“Yes! Keep your voice down!” Beck whispered harshly.

“Um…Lisa. We’re adults now. Do we really still care anymore whether or not she follows us around?”

“I don’t want her to see you.”

“Do I get a say in this? I haven’t seen her in years. I’d love to say hi, talk to her some. How is she doing?”

“She still hates me.”

“Kathy came all the way here to tell you that?”

“No. She’s here for work. It’s something that involves Porter, but she won’t tell me what it is.”

“Then why don’t you ask him?” Hodges said.

“Er…too obvious,” Beck said unconvincingly. “I want you to spy on them instead.”

“Lisa…honey…listen to yourself. That’s insane.”

“No, it’s perfect. Kathy has no idea that you’re here, but you know her. You can monitor her behavior and tell me if she’s up to something.”

“Again, insane. First, who’s to say that she won’t recognize me? And second, unless she’s still acting like a kid, my knowledge of her behavior is a bit out of date. What’s really going on here, Lisa?”

“You didn’t see her last night, Steph. I mean it. She really does hate me. It’s been almost twenty years, and she still hasn’t grasped the fact that I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“You refused to stay with her after your parents died, you shipped her off to live with your grandparents on some tiny colony world away from every friend she ever had, and then you handed her over to the authorities when she ran away.”

“That’s a really nasty way to spin what happened,” Beck said.

Hodges shrugged. “Just trying to see it her way.”

“You think I was wrong.”

“I never said that. But I can understand why she feels that way, and you can’t force her into some kind of emotional reconciliation with you. Let her do her job and leave her alone, if that’s what she wants. She’ll probably respect that more than you pushing her to talk to you.”

“So I’m just supposed to ignore the fact that my own sister is on board.”

“Yeah,” Hodges said. “If anything she’s doing is a problem, Porter will let you know. Other than that, I think you’ve just got to keep your distance, Lisa.”

“I don’t want to.”

“I know.”

“But I’m not getting my way on this one, am I?”

“Not this time.”

“Do I try to get my way all the time?” Beck asked.

“Usually.”

“Is it annoying?”

“You’re just…forceful.”

“Is that a nice way of saying bitchy?”

“No comment,” Hodges said with a smirk.

“Uh huh.”



Porter stepped aside to allow his guest to enter Science Lab Two, which was generally considered by the station’s science staff to be his personal domain. And he tended to treat it as such, which explained the piles of clutter, half-dismantled bits of equipment, and various tools that were scattered around the tables and work benches.

“It’s not exactly up to Starfleet specs,” Porter said, stepping in behind her. “But I can get my work done here.”

“It’s cozy.”

“That’s one word for it, I guess. So what can I do for you, Ms…”

“Doctor. Doctor Katherine Beck. But call me Kathy. And I’m with Astro-Tech.”

Porter froze. “Beck?” That’s why she looked familiar! She looked like Lisa…Captain Beck…her!

“Yes, we’re related,” Kathy snapped. “But it’s not relevant to why I’m here.”

“Oooookay. No problem,” Porter replied. “I guess that answers why I’m being loaned out, though.”

“Hardly,” Kathy muttered.

“Excuse me.”

“Never mind. The reason I’m here, Commander, is that I have begun an investigation of ways to better integrate temporal theory into the construction and functioning of spacecraft, and you are generally considered to be one of the quadrant’s foremost experts in this particular arena.”

“I am?” Porter said surprised.

“You obviously haven’t followed the reaction to your publications in civilian scientific circles.”

“Well, I’ve had papers accepted to a few journals, and there have been some conference invites, but I’ve been too busy here to get away. This conference for Operations officers I have coming up will be my first chance to attend one of these things, but there’s no temporal physics involved…barring me losing time due to excessive drinking. Not that I’d do that. I’ve learned my lesson about real alcohol. Just synthehol for me from now on. Not that you care. You were saying?”

“Yes. I was hoping to get your thoughts on a few ship-design concepts I’m pursuing. I gather from your records than you have some interest and expertise in that area as well.”

“So what exactly are we talking about here, Doctor?”

“Time drives, Commander Porter. Time drives. An engine capable of sending a vessel of any size through time instantly without the need of warp engines powerful enough to slingshot around a star.”

“Time travel for everyone? Is that a good idea?”

“It would be strictly controlled, I’m sure. But right now our temporal abilities are very limited. Slingshot maneuvers are difficult and dangerous and require powerful ships to accomplish.”

“A runabout did it.”

“I’m aware of the incident, but they only pulled it off because of abilities of the craft’s pilot.”

“He is quite a guy.”

“My point is that wouldn’t it be nice if a small team of historians could visit any era they wanted without having to take some lumbering hulk around a nearby sun?” Kathy said testily.

“I’ve got to admit, a time drive would be pretty cool. And you think you know how to build one.”

“I have some ideas.”

“Well, let’s see what you’ve got,” Porter said, pulling a couple of chairs over as Kathy retrieved a jumble of padds from her shoulder bag. “Looks like we have similar organizational techniques,” Porter remarked with a smile, noting the mess inside Kathy’s bag.

“A hallmark of great mind,” Kathy replied, returning the smile as she put the first padd in his hand. “Now tell me what you think of this?”



The breakfast rush was subsiding as Lieutenant Commander Russell made his way into McBaughb’s, located a short way down the upper concourse from the food court of Starfleet Square Mall. Most of the tables were still occupied, but at least Russell could see the counter. When he’d walked by a few minutes earlier, the only thing visible was a mob of customers.

“Good morning, sir. Welcome to McBaughb’s! May I take your order?” the eager young Tellarite standing behind the counter said cheerily. A cheery Tellarite? There was just something really wrong with that concept.

“Thanks, but I already ate,” Russell replied. “I’m here to see Baughb.”

“If you’d like an application, I can…”

“I’m Chief of Security, kid. I don’t want a job. I want Baughb! Not job. Baughb! Got it?”

“Yes, sir. It’s my pleasure to allow you to speak to our fine manager, Baughb. Have a nice day!” The Tellarite quickly retreated back into the kitchen area, returning a few moments later with Baughb.

“Mister Russell!” the smiling Andorian proprietor of McBaughb’s exclaimed. “How good of you to come by! I trust you enjoyed your meal yesterday.”

“Oh yeah. That Gk’Muf’n is incredible. I almost came back for another one this morning.”

“I’m sorry that something stopped you.”

“I had plans. But look, I need to talk to you about something for a few minutes.”

“Yes?”

“In private would probably be better.”

“Is there a problem?” Baughb asked, suddenly concerned.

“Not to my mind, but my mind isn’t the one that matters here, unfortunately. Do you have an office or something we could use?”

“Of course. Right this way,” Baughb said, activating a switch behind the counter, which caused a small section of it to slide open allowing Russell access to the back. He followed Baughb to the small office located with a view of the restaurant’s kitchen and stepped inside, Baughb closing the door behind them. Baughb took a seat at his desk, fidgeting nervously with his hands, as Russell took the seat opposite him.

“Has there been a threat?” Baughb asked.

“Yes,” Russell said surprised. “How did you… Oh. Wait. There’s a threat, but not against you. Actually, you supposedly made it.”

“Me?” Baughb gasped in horror. “I never threatened anyone. I wouldn’t! Who said that?”

Russell took a deep breath and launched into the whole ridiculous mess. “President Dillon came to me because a few of the Betazoids on the staff of the Double D Diner said you were thinking about blowing up their restaurant when you walked by yesterday. Did you walk by there yesterday?”

“Well, yes. I went to see Ih’mad during the morning lull, and I passed by, but…”

“Then you were there,” Russell said. He’d already checked the mall security camera logs and established that Baughb had gone by yesterday, so at least the Andorian wasn’t trying to lie about it. That was a good sign…if anything in this mess could be called a good sign. “Do you remember what you were thinking about at the time?”

“Probably about talking to Ih’mad,” Baughb said. “Certainly I don’t recall thinking about anything blowing up.” He paused for a moment and then, “Excuse me for asking this, Commander, but can I really get in trouble for what I was thinking about?”

“Technically, no, but considering your past…”

“My past?”

“You killed a guy.”

“I acted in a way proper to my culture.”

“Yeah, but most people still think of killing as a crime. I guess President Dillon was concerned that you might be considering eliminating the competition. Things have been pretty tense between you and the Double D for a while.”

“Not lately. We won,” Baughb said proudly.

“You…won,” Russell repeated confused.

“The residents of Waystation considered the evidence and decided that McBaughb’s was the better eatery, particularly for breakfast. Did you not see that we were voted Best Breakfast Value by the Waystation Residents’ Council?”

“No. I missed that. Congratulations.”

“Thank you,” Baughb said with a bow of his head. “To be quite honest, we’ve got all the business we can handle. You’ve seen the crowds during our rush periods. People want to eat here. And there seems to be plenty of business for the Double D as well, so I guess you could say we both won…I just won a bit more.”

“So, just to summarize, you don’t want to blow up the Double D.”

“No. That might get someone hurt!” Baughb said in horror. “And really I don’t need that kind of bad publicity. Sure the Andorians would be impressed, but my clientele is much larger than that.”

“You’ve got a point,” Russell admitted. “I guess that means I’d better come at this another way.”

“And what way is that?” Baughb asked as Russell got up from his seat.

“You’ve got me, but if you have any ideas, I’d love to hear them,” Russell replied. “Thanks for your time.”

“Of course,” Baughb said. “Come by anytime…but preferably not to accuse me of a crime.”

“Sure thing,” Russell said, lost in thought as he exited the office. So he had no real crime, and no motive for said not-real crime. This was not going to go down as his best investigation ever. Of course, President Dillon wasn’t going to be satisfied if Russell presented what he had now to him. He needed to change tactics. Come at it from a different angle. What he needed was…

What he needed was…

was…

…to figure something out. Oh yeah. Now there was a revelation. Big help, Russell. Big help.



“A temporal vortex would be defeating the point.”

“But it would work, wouldn’t it?”

“Maybe, but the power you’d need to generate one…”

“But if the ship itself is small, you won’t need to make a big one,” Kathy protested.

“The size isn’t the issue,” Porter replied, rubbing his beard. “It’s creating the rip that opens the vortex in the first place and then sealing it back up again. That’s what’s going to take the power. And…” He trailed off, uncertain that he wanted to continue.

“And what?” Kathy demanded impatiently.

“It’s messy.”

“Messy? What does that mean?”

“When I think about a time drive, I think about something capable of moving the ship itself through time, not something that’s going to require making a big hole in the fabric of the universe that just anything could fly through. It needs to be self-contained.”

“And clean,” Kathy said with a smirk that Porter had to look away from. It was way too reminiscent of Captain Beck’s smirk, and thinking about Beck led to thinking about what had happened between them, which he really didn’t need to be doing right now.

“Yeah,” Porter said. “I still think that exciting a source of chroniton particles with controlled neutrino emissions is the way to go. I’ve seen it work before in an uncontrolled way.”

“The Piranthi stone,” Kathy replied, nodding her head. “I read your paper on it and I know several groups seized upon the idea after you published, but no one has been able to create the kind of chroniton source required to pull it off. The stone seems to be the only one anyone has come across, and it’s trapped inside an ontological paradox.”

“Well, if Lisa hadn’t dropped it…” Porter said.

“Would be her fault,” Kathy muttered.

“I’m sorry?”

“Nothing. The point is that unless you’ve got another chroniton source laying around, I won’t be able to use that method in the ship.”

“Well, I don’t have the rock itself, but I do have all of my scans of the rock,” Porter said. “Unfortunately, other than the chronitons, all the scans say it’s just a rock.”

“Can I see them?” Kathy asked eagerly.

“Be my guest,” Porter said, heading over to a nearby console and pulling up the readings. Kathy looked over the results, frowning.

“It’d help if I was a geologist,” she said finally.

“Possibly. I’m not a real expert, but I’ve dabbled since I was a kid. My parents were terraformers, so I saw a lot of worlds with a lot of different rocks growing up. I know just enough to bore you, but it all boils down to the idea that that’s a rock.”

“Have you had Starfleet Sciences look at these readings?”

“No. Honestly, I’ve kind of wanted to keep this one to myself. Who knows? I might actually find something one day.”

“I can understand that. It doesn’t help me get a functioning time ship, though,” Kathy said, striding away from the console back to the table where their padds were spread out.

“Best to keep your expectations low,” Porter replied. “It’s not like you’re going to leave here with a working prototype.”

“I have a prototype,” Kathy shot back. “Or the beginnings of one. What I don’t have is a way to power it!”

“This could be crazy talk here, but I usually prefer to design the ship after I have an idea how it’s going to work.”

“I take my resources when I can get them. Now can we talk about ways to move my ship through time that are actually doable without creating magic chroniton rocks?”

“It’s a good theory.”

“Theories won’t help me. I need something that works,” Kathy said sternly.

“Gotta love this pure science for the sake of science, stuff,” Porter remarked, heading back to the table to join her.

Kathy shot him an irritated glare, then shoved another padd in his direction. “What about dimensional slips? I could maybe travel through a dimensional slip.”



After going through several rounds of trying to figure out what he needed, Russell decided that what he most needed right then was a walk. He’d intended to take a leisurely stroll around the mall to clear his mind, but his thoughts kept coming back to the case (if it could even be termed that) and his complete inability to find an answer that would satisfy President Dillon.

What he needed was…

What he needed was…

What he needed was…

Dinner. What he needed was dinner.

And the Double D Diner was conveniently nearby. Maybe heading back to the scene of the so-called crime would help. At the very least, he’d leave with a full stomach and maybe, if he was lucky, another look at Sutrea Gral.

Stepping into the diner, Russell finally had his first break. She was there. He planted himself on a stool at the counter as she walked over to him with a big smile on her face.

“Good evening,” Sutrea said.

“Hi there,” he replied, returning the smile. At least she was smiling at him. After the way she’d left his office, he half-expected to be ignored…not that that would necessarily bother him. The view was still good.

“Here for dinner, huh?”

“Yep. I would like…”

“Don’t tell me,” Sutrea said with a wink. “I already know.”



Captain Beck didn’t have any particular reason to be in her office at that hour. Sure there were some reports she could be working on, but nothing pressing. The evening shift didn’t need her to be there. Commander Morales had things well in hand. If she was going to be really honest with herself, she was hiding. Her office was the one place where she knew for certain she could avoid running into Kathy because if she did, Steph’s sage advice not withstanding, Beck knew she wouldn’t be able to just let things go.

She’d been hiding in here a lot lately. First from Porter. Now from her sister. This was becoming a disturbing trend. If too many other people she had past issues with showed up, she’d have to install a bed and a shower.

And here she sat, staring blankly at the wall and hoping her mind would take the hint and go blank itself. So far it wasn’t working. Visions of her childhood raced through her mind, trying to connect the girl she grew up with to the woman she’d met earlier in the day.

The sound of her door chime barely registered. It sounded again. “Come in,” Beck said distractedly. The doors whooshed open to admit who she assumed would be Commander Morales.

It wasn’t.

“Hey,” Lieutenant Commander Porter said taking a hesitant step into the office. “Got a minute?”

Beck quickly jolted back to a more professional posture. “Of course, Commander. Sit down.”

“Lisa. Please don’t do that to me,” Porter said.

Beck softened. “I’m sorry, Craig. I just… I don’t know.”

“Neither do I. I guess that’s been the problem,” Porter replied, dropping onto Beck’s sofa. She moved over to join him.

“I crossed a line,” she said.

“I was there, too.”

“Yes, but you aren’t the commanding officer around here. I slept with a subordinate. I know it’s not against regulations or anything, but that was one thing I swore I would never do. No relationships with people under my command.”

“We already had a relationship. We’re friends.”

“And now we’re friends who’ve slept together. We can’t come back from that.”

“I know. It’s pretty obvious that neither one of us has any clue what we’re supposed to do now…except not drink anymore.”

Beck chuckled. “Here we are. Supposedly so advanced and evolved, but we can’t handle alcohol nearly as well as our ‘primitive’ ancestors could…some of them anyway.”

“Nope,” Porter agreed.

They sat in silence for a few moments.

“Maybe we don’t do anything,” Beck said finally.

“What do you mean?”

“It’s not like we’re going to start dating.”

“Wasn’t planning on it,” Porter replied. “I love you dearly as a friend, but…”

“I’m not your type. I’ve been getting that a lot lately. Well, you’re not my type either. So there.”

“You wound me,” Porter mocked, clutching his chest. “But you’re right. We’ve both had one-night stands. This one just happened to be with each other.”

“Exactly. Think we can try to go on from here?”

“I hope so.”

“Good,” Beck said. “I’m glad you came by.”

“Me too, but there’s another reason I’m here.”

“Kathy.”

“Yeah.”

“Is something wrong?”

“I don’t think so. She’s hard to get a sense of, though. Was she always so…driven?”

“You’re asking the wrong person, Craig. Until today, I hadn’t seen my sister in about twenty years.”

“Twenty years!” Porter said surprised. He recovered himself. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to react like that. You’ve never talked about your sister, so I had no clue…”

“It’s okay,” Beck said.

“What happened?”

“Basically, she didn’t like some decisions I made after our parents were killed. I’m sure she’d put it less diplomatically than that. She’d probably tell you that I destroyed her life. But I was in the Academy when Mom and Dad died. That’s all they’d ever wanted for me. What was I supposed to do? Chuck it all to take care of a fifteen-year-old? That was my future.”

“You stayed. It’s understandable.”

“Tell that to Kathy. I know it was hard on her. Really I do. She had to leave everything she knew on Earth to live with our grandparents. But look at her now. She’s got her doctorate and a good job. Her life wasn’t destroyed. She’s fine.”

“Are you sure she’s still upset about it?”

“You didn’t see her with me today, Craig. The last twenty years might as well have never happened. She was still that angry girl, and nothing I could say would get through to her. Do yourself a favor while you’re working with her: don’t mention me.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Porter replied. “But speaking of working with her, I should probably get some sleep. Today was pretty draining.”

“What has she got you working on?”

“Ship designs. Nothing exciting,” Porter said quickly.

“So everything’s okay?”

“Yeah,” Porter said, getting up from the sofa. “Thanks for the talk.”

“Anytime,” Beck said.

Porter left Beck’s office absolutely certain of one thing: he could not allow his work with Dr. Kathy Beck to continue.



“Mister Dillon?”

“Yes, Gisele,” Bradley Dillon called into the air, responding to the voice on the commline as he sat at the massive desk in his office.

“Lieutenant Commander Russell is here to see you. He seems rather excited.”

“Is he now?” Bradley replied. “Please send him in.”

“Yes, Mister Dillon.”

Moments later, Russell practically bounded into Bradley’s office. Bradley was already up from his desk and halfway across the floor, ready to greet his guest with a warm handshake.

“Good morning, Commander,” Bradley said. “From your demeanor, I’m guessing that you have news for me. There’s been some progress in the case?”

“Oh yeah. I’ve made more than progress. I’ve cracked the whole thing.”

“You have?”

“Yep. They made it up.”

Bradley’s smiled vanished as he stared at Russell for several moments. “They…made it up,” he repeated.

“Uh huh.”

“I’m sorry. Who made what up?”

“The Betazoids at the Double D. Baughb never thought about blowing up your restaurant.”

“You’re certain?”

“Absolutely.”

“How do you know?”

“Sutrea told me. Well, she didn’t tell me so much as show me. I read her thoughts.”

“But you’re not telepathic. How could you manage that?”

“I didn’t mean to. It happened while we were having sex.”

This once again stopped Bradley completely.

“While…you were…having sex,” he said.

“Yeah. Must be a Betazoid thing. Anyway, we were back in my quarters, and I was…well, you get the idea. Then suddenly I could see the whole thing. Almost made me lose my concentration entirely. Sutrea and the other two came up with the story on someone else’s orders. I couldn’t make out whoever the guy was who put them up to it, but I’m pretty sure it wasn’t you.”

“No. No it wasn’t.”

“I didn’t think so. You seemed certain that this had actually happened,” Russell continued. “In any case, they made it up, so we’re done. Have a good day now.”

“Yes. Thank you,” Bradley said distractedly as Russell nodded then bounded back out of the office, whistling happily.

Bradley headed back over to his desk and tapped the comm panel.

“Gisele?”

“Yes, Mister Dillon?”

“Have Mister Auditmi come see me. NOW.”



Porter found Kathy pacing impatiently in the corridor in front of Science Lab Two as he exited the turbolift. Before he could even say “Good morning,” she was waving a padd in his face.

“I had this idea while I was in the shower last night,” she said, the words zooming out of her mouth.

“I don’t think you can power a time drive with water, but I’m willing to take a look,” Porter said.

Kathy glared at him as though he’d just uttered the stupidest remark ever, which fairly accurately summed up how she felt about that particular statement. “Are you going to work or crack jokes?”

“Both probably,” Porter said as he let out a yawn and led Kathy into the lab.

“And you really wrote all those papers.”

“Sure did. Amazing isn’t it?”

“Incredibly. I never would have thought my sister would have officers this…lax.”

“It works for us.”

Kathy started laughing. “Now I get it.”

“Get what?”

“Why my contacts at Starfleet grimaced when I told them I wanted to meet with you. You guys…you’re rejects. And Lisa’s at the top of the list. I love it!”

All the humor instantly vanished from Porter’s face as he turned on Kathy. “You have no idea what goes on out here. Yeah, Starfleet doesn’t love us. We get that. But if you check out any list of rejects, you won’t see us at the top of it. You’ve missed two decades of Captain Beck’s life, but I was there for most of it. I can tell you that she has been through things you can’t even imagine, and she has become one hell of an officer. Is she unorthodox? Sometimes. But she learned from the master. And like him, she gets the job done.”

“Can we get back to work?” Kathy said flatly.

“No,” Porter said.

“Excuse me?”

“I can’t continue with this project.”

“Because I insulted your station? Come on, Porter. Get over it. We work well together. Yesterday was amazing. You showed me alternatives I had never considered. And I think you were enjoying yourself, too.” Kathy slid up close to him. “I like you, Craig. We could be great together.”

“Please don’t do that.”

“What?”

“I’ve been down this particular path.”

“Who said anything about a path?”

“You think that if you sleep with me, I’ll tell you everything I know. Uh uh. No way. Not gonna happen. I can’t.”

“It’s because I’m her sister, isn’t it?” Kathy snapped in disgust.

“Captain Beck isn’t involved.”

“Sure she isn’t. Are you sleeping with her? Is that it?” Kathy demanded.

“No!” Porter protested quickly. It was “slept.” No “sleeping” was happening currently.

“I can’t even go after a guy because she’s gotten there first!”

Well, yeah, but “NO!” Porter insisted. “I told you! This isn’t about Captain Beck! It’s about you! I don’t want to do this with you!”

“Why? I’m not attractive enough to sleep with?”

“I’m talking about the time ship!” Porter shouted.

“Oh,” Kathy said, falling silent. That didn’t last long. “Why the hell don’t you want to work on the time ship with me?”

“It’s not right.”

“Not right? We’ve got the chance to do something really important here. How is that not right?”

“You’re what’s not right.”

“Huh?”

“This ship isn’t about science or even you getting some kind of prestige. You made it more than obvious yesterday that you want the ship for yourself, and I’m pretty sure I know why,” Porter said.

“You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You’re planning to go back in time to prevent your parents from dying so your life will be different.”

“Fine! You do know what you’re talking about! But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t go forward.”

“Are you insane? You’re talking about altering the timeline to make yourself feel better. Why would I possibly want to go along with that?”

“Think of the pain you’d be sparing me…and Lisa.”

“That made you who you are.”

“I want to be somebody else.”

“It doesn’t work that way.”

“How do you know?” Kathy said. “People could be making little alterations to the timeline constantly. We’d have no idea. Saving my parents is not going to end the universe.”

“It will change things.”

“That’s the idea.”

“But you have no clue what else you could end up affecting. What if Lisa’s Starfleet career is somehow altered? What if she doesn’t end up commanding Waystation? You have no idea how much she’s done out here.”

“Once again it all comes back to her,” Kathy said.

“Don’t try to blame her for this. You’re the one talking about violating several Federation laws and possibly endangering life as we know it.”

“And let me guess. Lisa’s right outside with a bunch of security officers just waiting to bust in here and throw me in the brig.”

“I didn’t tell her.”

“Yeah right. Like you would go behind…”

“I DIDN’T,” Porter said firmly.

The anger on Kathy’s face slowly evaporated and was replaced by surprise. “You didn’t?” she asked, not believing it.

“No.”

“Craig,” she said, softening. “Thank you. You have no idea how much I…”

“It wasn’t for you. I did it for her. Something like this…it’s just going to hurt her.”

“Can’t have that,” Kathy said, tensing back up and fixing Porter with a nasty glare. “We done?”

“Yeah. We’re done.”

Kathy shoved the padd back into her satchel and stalked past Porter toward the doors.

“I hope you enjoyed your visit,” Porter called after her.

If he heard her response correctly, the feelings Kathy expressed were not enjoyment. Either that, or she was taking up “Duck Foo.”



“…and then she left,” Porter said with a shrug as he raised his mug of lager to his lips in Victoria’s Pub that evening.

“The station?” Russell said in surprise.

“Yep,” Jones replied. “She booked transport on the first ship she could find. She’s halfway to Yridia by now.”

“Why would she want to go to Yridia?”

“I think it was more of an ‘anywhere is better than here’ situation,” Porter said.

“Wow. All that just because you didn’t want to work on her project. Talk about taking things badly,” Russell said. He suddenly smacked Porter’s arm. “Why didn’t you want to work with her? She wasn’t ugly. You could have had a shot there.”

“I didn’t want a shot. And I wasn’t interested in the work. She was just here to pick my brain and take all of the credit.” Yes, it was a lie, but if he wasn’t going to tell Captain Beck what Kathy really wanted, he sure as hell wasn’t going to tell anyone else. “But what about you?” he said to Russell, changing the subject. “I hear you cracked another one.”

“Yep,” Russell said proudly, raising his mug into the air. “Here’s to me!”

“Here’s to you,” Porter and Jones said, clanking their mugs against his.

“And he only had to sleep with one witness,” Jones said.

“That worked?” Porter asked shocked.

“Betazoid telepathic transference during…um…intercourse,” Jones said.

“Ahhh. You’ll have to add that interrogation technique to your repertoire,” Porter said to Russell.

“I didn’t know it was going to happen,” Russell said. “Not that I’m complaining.”

“Of course not. And I’m impressed. You’re always on duty. Even in bed. Pumping her for information!”

Jones grimaced. “Ohhh. That was…uggh.”

“Hey. President Dillon was satisfied. That’s all that matters,” Russell said.

“Oh are you pumping him too?” Porter asked innocently. He narrowly ducked an incoming whack from Russell.

“No. He knows that his restaurant in safe, and he can look for the real culprit in his own organization. I have a feeling it’s Auditmi.”

“Really?” Jones said. “Why him?”

“As I was leaving I heard Bradley telling Gisele to get Auditmi into his office, and he did not sound happy.”

“Another brilliant deduction from our Chief of Security,” Porter said. “This calls for a celebration.” He signaled a waitress to bring them another round of drinks. “Here’s to the sort-of- successful conclusion of whatever it was that we were working on.”

“I’ll drink to that…I think,” Russell said.

“I’m just sorry the captain didn’t get to spend more time with her sister,” Jones said. “She could have stuck around for a visit.”

“Uh huh,” Porter said noncommitally. The waitress arrived with the drinks before Jones could pursue the matter any further. “Cheers,” Porter said, handing her a full mug.

“Yeah. Cheers,” Jones said. All three officers chugged down long gulps of the syntheholic beverages and let the conversation wander to other topics.



“Was she really even here?” Captain Beck asked Steph Hodges.

“Serve the ball,’ Hodges replied, bouncing lightly on her feet as she waited for Beck to make a move.

“After twenty years, I see her for five minutes…five minutes we spent yelling at each other,” Beck continued. She slammed the ball against the front wall of the racquetball court and jogged backwards as Hodges moved to intercept the serve.

“I told you, Lisa,” Hodges said. She smacked the ball back toward the wall. “This wasn’t about you. When she wants it to be about you, she’ll let you know.”

“She could have said goodbye,” Beck said, hitting the return shot.

“That wasn’t going to happen.” Hodges dove, narrowly managing to hit Beck’s shot, which was skimming along the left wall of the court. “You know why she left?”

“Porter said something about not being able to help her anymore. Guess she’d gotten all she could out of him.” Beck swung at the incoming ball and missed.

Hodges scooped it up and headed toward the serve box. “Just as well probably. You didn’t need her hanging around here ignoring you.”

“Yeah. I guess.”

“I’m right.”

“I know. I just…I wish she’d let it go.”

“She will,” Hodges said, making her serve. “In time.”



The comm channel seemed to take forever to connect. Some people would back out right now. Just cut the commline and go back to life as usual.

Finally, the channel opened.

“Doctor Beck. This is a surprise,” the man on the monitor said.

“Is your offer still open?” she asked, not interested in pleasantries or small talk.

“In our last conversation you stated that you had no interest in working with my colleagues and I and that you would be pursuing other avenues of research for your project.”

“They didn’t work out. Is the offer open or not?”

“I believe so. You do, of course, understand that our terms have not changed. If we assist you, you will assist us.”

“That’s fine. I’ll do it.”

“Very well then, Doctor Beck. My colleagues will be contacting you shortly to make arrangements. We look forward to working with you.” He closed the channel.

Dr. Kathy Beck stared at the blank screen for a long time, lost in thought.

She’d done what she had to do.

That’s all that mattered.

The future would tend to itself.



THE END






The Joy of Snigglesnooshes



by Brendan Chris



“WHAT DO YOU MEAN MY SHIP HAS BEEN DELAYED??”

Crewman Jinesek took a moment to wonder just which omnipotent being she had offended to get assigned to what was best described as ‘customer service’ in Docking Bay 3. Her day-to-day duties generally included standing behind one of the curved consoles near the exits and helping to direct travelers to and from incoming ships. It wasn’t the worst job; she encountered the most interesting people as they passed through Waystation. Still, she couldn’t help the occasional longing glance when the Wayward eased out of its berth on the upper level of the docking bay, soared out the open bay door and vanished in search of adventure and excitement.

“I said, WHAT DO YOU MEAN-”

“Uh,” Jinesek took a moment to glance at her display where the irate traveler’s name, destination, credentials and, most importantly, proper form of address were listed.

“High Chancellor-General Vudca of the Most Splendid and Ostentatious World of Glizbar,” Jinesek gave a formal half-bow as indicated in the ‘Protocol Instructions’ section of the file, “I see here that your transport to Earth has arrived and is docked at Docking Arm 4-”

“Then I fail to see the problem!” Vudca declared, his long, limp ears quivering as he trembled with anger, “Do you know who I am? I happen to be on a very important diplomatic…”

Jinesek zoned out slightly as the High Chancellor rambled on. One constant of the universe: No matter how rich, powerful or well-cultured they were, the rich and powerful never seemed to have much in the way of good manners when dealing with the lowly peons.

“High Chancellor,” Jinesek said, “I’m very sorry to have to tell you this, but the USS Intrepid has been quarantined. Departure has been delayed at least 48 hours,”

“Then get me another ship!” Vudca said coldly.

“There are none,” Jinesek said, “All ships have been quarantined until further notice,” she noted that the High-Chancellor was turning an even deeper and likely very unhealthy shade of purple, “Uh, may I help arrange accommodations for you and your entourage?”



“I told you it wasn’t pretty,” Porter said to Captain Beck as the two stood in the empty Departures lounge of Docking Bay 3. Looking out the windows, Beck could see 4 separate arguments taking place on the upper level of the bay.

“It’s not that I don’t understand the importance of a quarantine,” Beck sighed, wincing as a large walrus-looking creature tried to take a bite out of one of the dock workers, “It would just be so much easier if we had a better idea of WHY exactly we’re being ordered to lock everything up!”

“I’m sure the Frequoq has a good reason for it,” Porter said. At the far end of the docking bay the huge space door was slowly grinding closed. Nobody would be going in or out anytime soon.

“Sure he does,” Beck said, crossing her arms, “I know he has a perfectly good reason for telling us to detain hundreds of people and dozens of ships and pissing every single one of them off. And when he gets here, he can explain it!”



“Yes, we still have quarters available,” Yeamon Jones said for what felt like the millionth time that morning, “I have openings in the lower saucer and in the connecting tube,”

“Do you have something with a window?” the little old Bolian woman asked, “I would so like to see outside,”

“Er, let me check,” Jones tapped at her panel, “Yes, I have a window suite open on Deck 53,”

“Oh that would be lovely,” the woman smiled. Jones handed her an info-chip with her room assignment and directions. Thanking her, the blue-skinned woman started shuffling out the door and towards the turbolift.

Blowing out a deep breath and trying to pull her hair under some semblance of control, Jones looked out of the Waystation Welcome Center and into the main concourse of the Starfleet Square Mall.

The place was packed.

Passengers, officers and crewmembers of a dozen different stranded ships surged through the mall, some shopping, some looking for something eat and others just desperate for something to do other than sit in their temporary quarters. Further down the concourse, President Dillon was making his way to a public appearance at the AWN studio, his always-present bodyguards causing a new wave of chaos as they cleared a path for the President. ‘The Vonna Show’ was playing on one of the display screens in the food court, along with ‘Warrior Guy’ and ‘As the Starbase Turns’.

Normally, Jones would meet almost everybody who passed through the station. Agents in the docking bays and the docking arms arranged transport, checked luggage and ensured that passengers boarded the correct transports, but it was Jones who would arrange accommodations and assist new arrivals in finding their way around the huge station. With the chaos of the quarantine, everybody working the customer service side of Waystation’s day-to-day operations was swamped with the task of getting hundreds if not thousands of people berthed, fed and entertained.

Jones’ break was short lived as a short Ferengi pushed his way into the Welcome Center.

“You are the one in charge of housing?” the snaggle-toothed being said, his huge ears framing a face that only a mother could love.

“Yeaman Jones, at your service,” Jones forced a smile.

“Ah,” the Ferengi looked uncomfortable.

“Is something wrong?” Jones asked.

“I thought a being in such an important position would be male,” the Ferengi said.

Jones’ smile slid off her face.

“Did I mention,” she said coldly, “That I’ll be a security officer soon too? And that the Federation has some VERY firm policies on gender equality, unlike SOME species!”

“Apologies, apologies,” the Ferengi sniveled, cringing politely. Only in Ferengi society could a cringe be considered polite, Jones mused.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“I must find housing for my, er, pet,” he produced a small, furry creature and set it on the desk.

“It’s adorable!” Jones exclaimed, her irritation with the small alien forgotten. The critter was about the size of a softball and covered in soft, downy pink fur. A cute little squirrel-like face featured a pair of beautiful blue eyes, and a wiggling nose. At the other end was a cotton-ball tail that Bugs Bunny would have been proud of. On the animal’s underside, the fur was shorter, thicker and ended in tiny buds, almost like tiny closed flowers.

“What’s its name?” Jones asked, looking up.

The Welcome Center was empty.

Jones darted out the front door onto the mall concourse, but the Ferengi had vanished into the crowd.



Crewman Jinesek was just about ready to die. Or kill somebody.

Docking Bay 3 was finally empty, all the passengers having been sent off to temporary quarters or choosing to remain on their more cramped but familiar quarters on their ships. Docking Arm 1 however was temporary home to the USS Petunia, a Nebula-class ship that had been caught pants-down or rather airlocks open when the quarantine hit. This normally wouldn’t have been much of a problem except that the Petunia was carrying nearly a thousand refugees from a colony that had been dismantled after it was learned they had setup shop on the back of a 100-mile wide, hibernating sea turtle. The Petunia was even more overcrowded than Waystation, sending a steady stream of passengers through the Arrivals/Departures section adjacent to the docking arm. Bioscanners at every airlock and docking port ensured that nothing would pass from ship to station or vice versa, but the severity of a quarantine alert meant that no matter what precautions were taken, no ship with any direct contact with the station could be permitted to leave. The bright side was that the bioscanners allowed for a relatively safe passage of personnel, at least when the quarantine wasn’t some kind of virus or disease.

As she directed an elderly couple to temporary quarters in the lower saucer, Jinesek considered briefly. While it was fortunate for these people that the ships had been included in the quarantine, thus allowing passenger movement, Jinesek’s job would have been much easier if Captain Beck had been able to order the ships to button up and keep their passengers on board.

“I wish to place a formal protest!” snapped a haughty, authoritative voice.

Numbed by hours of frustrated passengers, Jinesek simply looked up to see High-whatever Vudca, arms crossed and looking twice as angry as the two bodyguards standing behind him.

“Was there a problem with your quarters?” Jinesek asked.

“They were small and unbefitting a being of my stature!” Vudca snapped, “This entire situation is unacceptable! I wish to file a protest at once!”

“Of course,” Jinesek said dully, digging under the console and pulling out yet another disposable complaint padd, “Just fill this out and upload the complaint to the main computer-”

“I will not be lost in your bureaucratic shuffle!” Vudca snapped, “Do you have any idea who I am? I demand to speak to the station commander immediately!”

Fat chance, Jinesek though to herself.



“Fat chance!” Beck snapped.

“I know you’re busy, Captain,” Commander Morales, “But we have tell these people something!”

“I know,” Beck sighed, “But I really don’t think me doing an all-station broadcast would really help at this point! Not until we have more information!”

“Public Service Announcements or ‘PSAs’ are always informative and helpful,” Porter quipped from the Operations console.

“I think you’ve been spending too much time with Russell,” Beck complained.

“It’s a dirty job, but somebody has to do it,” Porter replied in a world-weary tone. His eyes met Beck’s for a second, then the two of them looked abruptly away.

“All we know at this point is that we have something or someone on board that can’t be allowed to leave,” Beck said, turning her back on Porter, “Frequoq Wuddle really wasn’t very clear except that it’s not a disease, it’s not a dangerous criminal and it’s not a good thing,”

“What did he say it was again?’ Morales asked,”A snikywhazit?”

“A snigglesnoosh,” Beck said, “Which, knowing the Multeks choice of language could mean either an animal of some kind, or Wuddle’s mother,”

“Amedon probably wouldn’t see the difference there,” Porter said.

“Actually,” Morales said, “I hear that Wuddle’s mother is quite delightful,”

“Anyway,” Beck went on, “Russell has security teams from the station and the visiting starships sweeping every possibly nook and cranny they can get at for anything unusual,”



“What the hell do you want me to do with that thing?” Lieutenant Command Russell asked, briefly eyeing the pink fuzzball Jones had just deposited on his desk before returning his attention to the boring task of coordinating a search of 100 decks worth of space station. Not to mention all the docked ships.

“I don’t know!” Jones exclaimed, “You’re the Security Chief! Don’t you take care of missing things?”

“That doesn’t mean I’m running the ‘Waystation Humane Society’ here, you know,” Russell muttered, tapping at a console, “Russell to Jacob, are you almost finished on that passenger shuttle? I need you and Shust to help out on the Intrepid, ASAP!”

“I think so,” Jacob replied over the comm, “That depends. Does a lesbian couple in leather bondage gear count as unusual?”

“I’ll be right there!” Russell snapped, “Don’t do anything!”

“Er, if you say so,” Jacob replied.

“But what about this thing?” Jones said loudly as Russell rushed at the door.

“What thing?” Russell asked as he slipped out the doors.

Jones looked back to the desk. Sure enough, the fuzzy pink critter was gone.



Crawling through the maintenance crawl-way behind the security office, the snigglesnoosh twitched its nose for several seconds.

There was no way for Yeoman Jones to know it, but the organ in the middle of the creatures face wasn’t a nose at all. It was in fact an energy field detector. Following its ‘e-nose’, the snigglesnoosh scampered at full speed down the crawl-way until it found a Jefferies tube leading deeper into the station core. A sudden thunk perked up the small animals ears as it slipped behind a wall support. A large two-legged scary-thing dropped from an opening in the ceiling then proceeded to crawl back towards the mall. Once the sounds of the scary-thing’s passage had faded, the snigglesnoosh resumed its trek deeper into the core of the station.

After several minutes, the creature found its goal: one of the main power transfer conduits that radiated out from the station’s power core.

The snigglesnoosh’s tail, which Yeoman Jones had mistaken for a cotton-ball tail similar to a rabbit’s, was in fact a collection of thousands of micron-thin, energy-absorbing filaments. Now that the creature had found a suitable food source, the filaments extended, tripling in length and fusing into the power conduit.

Absorbing energy, the snigglesnoosh began to grow.

And grow.

And grow.

In less than 10 minutes the critter had tripled in size. Suddenly its own rate of growth slowed dramatically.

Instead, the tiny buds on the animal’s stomach began to grow, doubling in size as miniscule paws, heads and energy-collecting tails began to develop.



High-something-or-other Vudca had arrived at The Gilded Tribble, ready for a good meal after a long day.

His attempts to contact Captain Beck had hit brick walls at every turn. Her army of customer service workers apologized endlessly while informing him that Captain Beck was unavailable. The Starfleet officers he had cornered had informed him that she was unavailable. Even her comm voice-mail said she was unavailable! Infuriated, he had decided to have a satisfying meal, followed by a relaxing soak in the exclusive spas above the mall.

“I’m sorry, sir,” the maitre-de said, looking down his nose at Vudca, “But we are quite full at the moment,”

“I made a reservation!” Vudca exploded, “How can you be full!”

“Your reservation was for 19:30 hours,” the maitre-de said, “It is now 19:33. Your reservation has expired,”

“3 minutes?” Vudca screamed, “Do you know who I am?”

“I’m sure you are just as influential and highly placed as our other diners, all of whom arrived on time for their reservations,” the maitre-de sniffed, “Perhaps you’d like to make another reservation?”

Fuming, Vudca stormed out. Maybe Dillon’s Starfleet Suites restaurant would be less pretentious.



10 Minutes Later…

Fuming, Vudca stormed out of Starfleet Suites on his way to Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet, the local Andorian restaurant. Vudca hated Andorian food, but he’d eat that before lowering himself to the Double ‘D’ Diner.

“Yes, we can seat you immediately,” Ih’mad, the owner of the restaurant was acting as host during the very busy evening, “Right this way,”

“Finally, some respect,” Vudca replied, following Ih’mad. He didn’t have far to go, his table was near the front of the restaurant, looking out into the mall. And right next to a dirt pit.

“What is that?” Vudca asked, disdainfully.

“The Mishtak pit!” Ih’mad explained, delighted, “Used in the event of a good fight! The winner receives a free meal!”

“That’s a rather barbaric customer, is it not?” Vudca sneered.

“So are the things I would do to you should you insult my people again!” Ih’mad fumed, expression darkening, “Your waiter will disembowel, er, be with you shortly,”

Both looked to the ceiling as the lights dimmed for several seconds before recovering.

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” Ih’mad shrugged as he walked back to the host station.



“Captain, we’ve got a power drain!” Porter reported.

“Gee,” Beck said, descending the steps from her office, “It’s a good thing you told me. Those dim lights sure never would have tipped me off,”

Porter gave Beck a slightly offended look.

“Don’t dish it out if you can’t take it,” Morales advised him.

“I’m sorry, Craig,” Beck sighed, “It’s been a long day,”

“If it makes you feel better, I’ve already dispatched somebody to check it out,” Porter said, “Looks like a problem with out of the power conduits,”

“That’s JUST what we need,” Beck groaned.

“I’m compensating for the drain,” Porter reported, “We should be OK until Mason gets that thing fixed,”

“Anything I should be worried about?” Beck asked.

Porter shrugged.

“It’s probably nothing,” he said, “We’ve got some pretty heavy power demands right now that could be causing problems,” Porter frowned, “Or it could mean the station is about to explode,”

“You’re kidding, right?” Beck asked.

Porter’s answer was lost as Waystation exploded with a space-shaking BOOM!!!!!!



Meanwhile, in our universe…



“You’re kidding, right?” Beck asked.

“Yeah,” Porter replied, oblivious to the fact that in a parallel universe far from his own he was little more than free-floating debris, “There’s no way we’d explode from something this trivial.”



Lieutenant Oliver Mason cursed as he banged his tricorder on yet another maintenance hatch, knocking the instrument to the floor with a clatter.

Picking the tricorder back up and pointedly ignoring the dent in the casing, Mason continued tracing the power flow. From the readings on the tricorder, he should be getting pretty close to the drain.

Turning the corner into another Jefferies tube, Mason yelped and jerked back, cracking his head on the ceiling and letting out a fresh cry of pain. Swearing under his breath, Mason looked around the corner again.

Something big and fluffy was blocking off the entire Jefferies tube, it’s hind end apparently fused to the power conduit exposed by an access panel.

“Mason to Porter,”

“Yeah?”

“I’ve found the source of our drain,” Mason reported. He described what he was seeing. Beck’s voice came onto the line.

“Can you get a closer look?” she asked.

“Uh, sure,” Mason said, “It looks a little too pink and fluffy to be dangerous,”

“Remind to tell you a story about mutant squirrels sometime,” Porter said darkly.

Mason frowned as he took a closer look at the creature. As he watched, something dropped from its belly and skittered across the deck.

Mason moved even closer.

The creature’s underside was covered with hundreds of small nodes, each about the size of a cherry. Each one was the same soft pink of the creature itself. And each one had four little legs, a tiny squirrel head and a miniscule cotton-tail.

Even as Mason took this in, 3 more sniggleshnooshes budded off their parent and were lost in the bowels of the station.

“Oh, shit,” Mason breathed.



“They’re called sniggleshnooshes,” Frequoq Wuddle, leader of the Multek Enclave explained.

“You’ve already told us that, Wuddle,” Beck said.

“Er, yes,” Wuddle swallowed and bit his lip.

The Frequoq was enclosed in a solid transparent aluminum enclosure with an independent life-support system and a built-in communications system. The contraption had been beamed into the wardroom, then the Frequoq had been beamed into the contraption.

“They’re vermin,” Wuddle said, “Annoying, pesky vermin,”

“They’re cute though,” Jones added from her place on the table.

“If somebody had been paying proper attention to his duties,” Morales said with a pointed look at Russell, “We might have caught this thing sooner,”

“Hey,” Russell said, sporting an impressive black eye, “Nobody told me to look out for pink rabbits!”



“It’s not your fault,” Beck agreed, “But really, Wuddle, why couldn’t you have told us what this thing looked like?”

“Er,” Wuddle looked even more embarrassed, “I didn’t want to cause a panic,”

“A panic?” Beck raised an eyebrow.

“If word got out that you had one of these, which by the way are known to the general Multek population under a different name, it would seriously harm relations between Multos and the Federation,”

“Are we going to die?” Porter asked.

“Of course not,” Wuddle assured him, “Not yet at least,”

“YET?” everybody shouted.

“Sniggleshnooses, or vlaxen as they are actually called, breed uncontrollably provided they have sufficient energy,” Wuddle gulped, “Has this one started, um, budding yet?”

“You mean spawning little sniggleshnooshes or vlaxen or whatever?” Porter asked.

“Yes,” Wuddle nodded.

“Yup,” Porter affirmed.

“Oh dear,” Wuddle looked imploringly at Beck, “Captain, you must destroy these vermin at once!”

“We would,” Beck said, “Except now we have about 30 more of them we have to track down!”

“I doubt that,” Wuddle sighed.

“Indeed,” Dr. Diantha ruffled her wings, “Animals that spawn at such a rate often due so because they have low survival rates. There may be as few as 10 by now.”

“I don’t think that’s what Wuddle meant, is it,” Beck said.

“Er, no,” Wuddle gulped, “By now, most of that brood has probably already started nesting. Within the hour, you will likely have no fewer than 900. Within 3 hours, you will have 27,000. By tomorrow-”

“Enough!” Beck snapped, “Russell, muster the security squads and start disposing of these things. Coordinate with Lazlo and the security teams on the other ships. Porter, get your people crawling through the conduits getting rid of these things and fixing any damage they case,”

“Disposing?” Yeoman Jones was shocked, “But they’re cute little animals!”

“Right now they’re a threat to my station,” Beck said, “We’re in a quarantine situation and I’m declaring martial law. I’m also issuing a ‘stomp on site’ order for these things,”

“Ewww,” Russell groaned. He started issuing orders to his security teams, updating them on what to look for and what to do.

“I’ll be keeping a close eye on the power grid,” Porter said once Russell had finished.

“Captain, there’s more,” Wuddle said.

“What?”

“Er, to paraphrase one of your Earth movies,” Wuddle cleared his throat, “‘Captain, some things in here don’t react too well to bullets’,”

“That was a great movie,” Porter smiled.

“Wuddle,” Beck put both hands down on the table, “What exactly are you trying to say?”



Ensign Jacob and Ensign Shust walked purposefully through the crowded corridors of the upper saucer towards Docking Arm 7. Although most ships continued to provide their own power while docked, sometimes their reactors had to be shut down for repairs or maintenance. To allow Waystation to supply the ship’s power requirements in the meantime, each of the primary power conduits that radiated from the station core ended at one of the 8 docking arms that could be extended from the upper surface of the upper saucer.

Security had received reports of strange chirping coming from a maintenance hatch near the number 7 conduit and the Andorian transport docked there had reported fluctuations in the power flow from the station. Jacob and Shust had been promptly dispatched to deal with the problem.

“I’ve never seen anything grow this fast,” Shust said as the hour-old sniggleshnoosh came into view.

Feasting as it was on station energy, the critter already filled the cramped Jefferies tube completely. There was a flurry of energy discharge around its tail and the creature grew swiftly again, pressing out against the tube walls hard enough to dent the wall panels. There was another discharge and the buds dangling from the creatures underside expanded slightly.

“I’m thinking we should probably kill this thing before those pop,” Jacob said uneasily, gripping his phaser rifle tight.

“I think they come right off rather then popping,” Shust said, “Uh, any idea what we’re supposed to do with the body?”

“Body?” Jacob squeaked.

“Well, yeah,” Shust said, “We have to kill it, remember?”

“Ewww,”

“What, haven’t you even gone hunting before?”

“No!” Jacob shot back, “Have you?”

“Sure,” Shust shrugged, “Er, once,”

“So how did you dispose of the poor animal’s corpse?”

“Uh,” Shust blushed, “My cousin did it for me. He cleaned it, then we ate it,”

“Wimp!”

“Look, let’s just disintegrate the damned thing, OK?”

“Ok,” Jacobs dialed up the power on his phaser rifle, “Ready?”

“Ready,” Shust replied.

“One, two, three-”

ZZZAAAPPP!

The two phaser beams hit the sniggleshnoosh dead center, but rather than vaporizing it, the creature absorbed the energy.

“That didn’t work,” Shust sounded disappointed.

Suddenly the creature let out a high-pitched squeal as it started to convulse, energy discharges snapping down the length of its body.

“Er,” Jacob looked to Shust, then the creature, then Shust again.

“Run?” Shust suggested in a very small voice.

“Yeah,”

They ran.



Just as they made it out of the Jefferies tube the sniggleshnoosh detonated in a massive release of energy, sending a plume of flame shooting out the Jefferies tube hatch and setting fire to a rhododendron that was busy adding ambiance to the docking arm Departures lounge. Wall panels burst out as the force of the explosion warped plating and vaporized vital systems. The backlash through the power conduit tripped relays, shorted plasma shunts and blew out systems all through the sections surrounding Arm 8. By the time the energy released in the sniggleshnoosh’s death had dissipated, a full eighth of the upper saucer had gone dark.

“Oops,” Jacobs said softly as emergency power kicked in.



I DON’T KNOW BUT I’VE BEEN TOLD

FEDERATION MARINES ARE MIGHTY BOLD

I DON’T KNOW BUT IT’S BEEN SAID

WE KILL CRITTERS GOOD AND DEAD



“Sound off!” Colonel Lazlo commanded, then waited as each member of his squad of Federation Marines called their numbers. Making a left, he led them into a cross-corridor that would take them to one of the main replicator centers in the upper saucer.

Beck’s description of the aliens had been vague, but Lazlo was confident that his Marines would blast the Federation’s enemies to dust. At least Beck wasn’t bothering with any of that wimpy Starfleet negotiation crap!

“All right,” Lazlo said as they reached the doors to the center, “We’re the Pest Control Squad. We go in phasers firing, clear the room and move on. Go!”

The doors hissed open and every marine, Lazlo included, gasped in shock.

“CUDDLY SQUIRRELS!” they shrieked in terror, firing weapons like mad. The little sniggleshnooses didn’t have the oomph of their larger cousins, but the effect was still like setting off a room full of firecrackers.



High Chancellor-General Vudca was, again, fuming. As were several annoyed looking passengers behind him.

“I will ask one, last time,” he said, very slowly, “Where is my luggage?”

“Er,” Crewman Jinesek couldn’t understand why she kept having to deal with this annoying little man, no matter how many times she was reassigned, “It was already loaded onto the Intrepid before it was locked down,”

“But I only just arrived!”

“We have a very efficient luggage-handling system,” Jinesek said proudly. She slouched again, “It’s just not working right now,”

“This is not acceptable!” Vudca fumed, “I must have my ritual scented baths! I must have my idol to Iskoort for evening prayers! Do you not comprehend the DISRESPECT??”

“I know, I know,” Jinesek was losing her patience, “Look, the cargo transporters are offline; something about power requirements. Don’t worry, we have a backup system,”

“Oh, really,” Vudca was skeptical.

Jinesek gestured to the airlock leading to the Intrepid. A covered anti-gravity conveyer had been setup, running the full length of the docking arm, all the way to the ship.

“The bags come down the conveyer, pass through the bioscanner and sterilization fields and are deposited over there,” she pointed to an unoccupied corner of the Docking Arm 4 Arrivals lounge.

“THEN WHAT IS THE PROBLEM??” Vudca snapped.

“We had to set the damned thing up first!” Jinesek snapped right back, “You think these things just happen by themselves? And HERE!” Jinesek slapped another disposable complaint padd down on the counter before Vudca could even speak, “It’s spelled ’J-i-n-e-s-e-k!”

Vudca tried to collect the shred of his dignity.

“That will not be necessary,” he said haughtily, “I will wait for my bag,”

And so, Vudca stepped over to the business end of the conveyor and waited.

About this time, a certain security ensign was blowing up cuddly pink animals with a phaser rifle, sending power surges through the grid. Vudca was slammed against the wall 10 feet behind him as luggage started shooting out of the conveyor like bullets from a machine gun.

Hitting the emergency cutoff switch, Jinesek rushed over to help Vudca out of the luggage pile, even as others happily identified their bags and departed.

“I will take that complaint form now,” Vudca said weakly.



Krilik, the owner of Krilik’s Klingon Formal Wear Shop, stumbled as he tried to slice a snigglesnoosh in half with his bat’leth. Being used to fighting enemies closer to his own size he succeeded only in jamming his bat’leth into the deck plates.

Perhaps there was a better way to destroy his enemy.

With a surprisingly graceful lunge he leapt away from his stuck sword and landed on a pink fuzzball, spraying guts in all directions. Summoning the memory of his many lessons at Kenton’s Klingon Stomp-Dance Studio, he slammed his other foot down before performing a slam-spin.

“This is NOT honorable combat!” shouted Krilik as he performed a stunning stomp-dance routine in the center of the Starfleet Square Mall concourse. His brothers had teased him mercilessly, telling him that dancing was not a warrior’s pastime and that it would never get him to Sto-Vor-Kor, but who was engaged in rampant slaughter now!

“Maybe not,” Ih’mad shouted, brandishing a bladed weapon in each hand as he hacked at any intruder foolish enough to come his way, “but it is fun!”

“GOT YOU!” Krilick howled, jumping into the air and landing hard on one of the pink menaces.



“All hands, this is the Captain,” Beck said, her voice ringing throughout the station, “Do NOT shoot the fuzzy pink animals! Repeat, do NOT shoot the fuzzy pink animals!”

“Phew,” Jones signed, “That’s a relief,”

“I’ve got a lock on another one,” Morales said, “Plasma relay 23-G. But if we don’t beam it out fast, we won’t be able to!”

“Energize!” Beck ordered.

Morales tapped the controls, dematerializing one of the larger sniggleshnooses and dispersing its molecules into space.

“We can’t keep this up,” Morals said, “The bigger they get, the more their energy fields disrupt the transporters!”

“Russell, tell me what’s happening,” Beck said as people ran back and forth through Ops, coordinating the search and destroy operation.

“Didn’t have much luck attacking them with phasers,” Porter interrupted, “We’ve got serious damage to Docking Arm 8 and power fluctuations all over the upper saucer,”

“What about the lower saucer and the connecting tube?” Beck asked.

Porter checked his panel.

“Nothing,”

“Good,” Beck sighed in relief. As soon as they’d understood the energy-greedy nature of the critters, Beck had ordered the lower part of the station sealed off, gambling that the invading pests would stay close to the very appetizing main power core of the upper saucer, rather than making the long trek to the secondary core of the lower saucer. Unfortunately, the inside of the station didn’t have the same kind of bioscanning and sterilization equipment as the docking ports, which meant that anybody in the lower saucer was there for the duration.

But at least they’d won that gamble. The sniggleshnooses couldn’t get onto any of the docked ships or into the lower sections of the station. As long as they could eliminate the foul beasts in the upper saucer, all would be well.

“If you’re finished,” Russell said, “I’d like to give MY report now. Since MY name is Russell and Captain Beck very clearly said ‘Russell, tell me what’-”

“Just shut up and tell me!” Beck snapped.

Russell was quiet.

“Er, you told him to shut up,” Morales whispered.

“Just talk already!” Beck sighed.

“You’re ‘Whack-a-Critter’ idea’s working way better than the phasers did,” Russell said, “Although we’ve started getting complaints from the cleaning crews. I guess sniggleshnoosh guts are hard to wash out of the carpet,”

“Gross,” Morales exclaimed.

Lights dimmed in Ops as a warning tone sounded on Porter’s panel.

“Uh-oh,” he said.

“Uh-oh?” Beck asked.

Porter looked up.

“Power drain in the main power core,” Porter gulped.



In Upper Saucer Engineering, Ensign Zabesh backed frantically away as a wall of fur advanced steadily on him.

The sniggleshnoosh had started off no bigger than a softball, giving an adorable little squeak as it wiggled its nose and looked around the core room. Zabesh had been preparing himself to come down hard on the thing, but before he could put his foot down the critter had darted straight for the core, plunging its energy filaments right into the core housing.

The creature grew so quickly that it was all Zabesh and the rest of the crew could do to get out in time before the entrance to the core room was blocked by a wall of pink fur. Zabesh could hear creaking in the walls as the creature’s girth pressed against them, and for a moment Zabesh was worried the entire compartment would burst. But the sniggleshnoosh stopped growing.

And started giving birth.

Wave after wave of tiny pink fluffballs budded off the engorged parent, burrowing between conduits and into maintenance crawlways or just scurrying down the main corridors.



Clutching his carry-on bag, the rest of his luggage being toted by his two aids, Vudca staggered across Starfleet Square Mall, trying to make his way through the confusion and chaos to his quarters. People were running left and right chasing little pink creatures with makeshift clubs, or simply stomping them on sight. Retching, Vudca walked quickly past smears on the floor as he tried to orient himself in the chaos. Even as he passed the Breen lingerie shop, the mall was filled with the sounds of chatters, squeaks and the pitter-patter of little rodent feet as a fresh flood of pink fuzzballs flooded out of access panels and corridors into the mall.

There! The unpronounceable name of the Andorian restaurant was a beacon in the darkness. Now he could get his bearings, find the turbolift to his quarters-

And fly through the front window of the restaurant, courtesy of a very enthusiastic dancing Klingon, crashing into a Rigellian and falling into the Mishtak pit. Snarling in rage, the Rigellian pounced on Vudca, who wailed for his bodyguards as he tried to defend himself.

“Ih’mad!” an Andorian waiter shouted through the broken window, “We have Mishtak!”

“Idiot!” Ihmad shouted as he dispatched another furry alien, “How many times have I told you, Mishtak is for paying customers only!”

“But he was in here two hours ago!” the waiter pointed out, “Can we at least declare half-Mishtak?”

“It doesn’t work that way!” Ih’mad snapped, “But give the winner a free appetizer,” he decapitated another sniggleshnoosh, punting the body through the food court and onto the hover-rink, “I am in a very good mood today!”



“This can’t be good,” Beck mused as the lights in Ops dimmed again.

“It’s not,” Porter replied, “Our gluttonous little friend is sucking the core dry and churning out babies at an incredible rate. I wonder how they evolved to use this kind of matter-energy conversion?”

“That’s why we were studying them,” Wuddle interjected. He had returned to his ship but was keeping an open channel to Ops, “Somebody stole one from a top secret Multek laboratory. We wanted to see if we could make bees that converted energy directly into honey, thus easing our current candy shortage,”

“Their anatomy must be fascinating,” Porter mused.

The turbolift doors opened, disgorging Yeoman Jones and a swarm of sniggleshnooshes. “The Mall’s practically overrun!” Jones reported.

“Craig, just figure out how to kill them!” Morales stated, stepping back and trying to avoid the critters.

“Hey!” Porter snapped, chasing after a sniggleshnoosh as it vanished into his console, which promptly started to sputter, “Get out of there!”

“We could evacuate the station,” Morales suggested, climbing onto his chair, “Then let the air out?”

“Let’s avoid that,” Beck said firmly, kicking a pink, squeaking fuzzball away from her.

SQUISH!

“Ooops,” Russell said, lifting his foot, “Man, they sure DO make a mess on the carpet!”

“Ewww,” Jones said, “It’s eyes bugged out,”

“OW!” Porter cursed, pulling his hand out, “Son of a bitch! The little bastard bit me!”

“Hope they don’t have rabies,” Russell quipped.

“What, like your last girlfriend?”

“Touche,” Russell grunted.

“Craig,” Beck pointed, “Your panel,”

Craig’s panel, despite having an energy-sucking rodent in it, had stopped flickering.

Porter looked back inside, then eased his non-bleeding hand inside and drew out a dead sniggleshnoosh.

“What happened?” Beck asked, walking over and managing to step on 3 rodents on the way.

Porter’s tricorder was already out and scanning.

“Anaphylactic shock, I think,” he said.

“From your blood?”

“I doubt they eat solid food,” Porter said, “Maybe…ah-huh!” Dropping the dead alien, he rummaged around in a storage bin behind his console until he came out with a Klingon painstick.

“Why on Earth do you keep one of those on the station?” Morales asked.

“Is there something about you we should know?” Russel had an evil look in his eye.

“Somebody jammed it in an ODN access port last month,” Porter replied, tinkering with the device, “I was keeping for when I found the jerk that did it,” Reassembling the painstick, he promptly lunged and speared a sniggleshnoosh with the pointy business end. There was a crackling energy discharge and the creature collapsed, dead.

“What did you do?” Beck demanded.

“I changed the energy output to match the bioelectric field generated by humans,” Porter explained, “I figured that if it feeds on energy, it probably wasn’t my blood that it was allergic to but the bioelectricity in my hand when it bit me,”

“So you killed one critter,” Russell said. He put his boot down, crushing another, “I can do that too!”

“But I can adapt our energy systems to match my bioelectric field,” Porter explained, tapping away on his console and kicking away another pink furball, “But first, I have to crank up the power output so I can attract as many as possible,”

“What’ll that do?” Russell asked.

“Have you ever heard of something called a ‘bug zapper’?” Porter smiled.



Residents in the upper saucer of Waystation, had they been focused on ambient sounds rather than the chasing, killing or hiding from sniggleshnooshes, would have noticed a high-pitched whine as Porter increased the power flow through all station systems. The aliens, small and large alike, renewed their rush towards exposed systems and into access panels.

“Where are they going?” demanded Krilik.

“I do not know,” Ih’mad replied, “But they flee from us!”

“We are victorious!” Krilik declared.

“You bring the blood wine,” Ih’mad said, happily scooping up a pile of dead aliens, “And I will see how these taste in a savory bile sauce!”



“We’re as charged as we’re going to get,” Porter said. All around Ops, the critters had rushed to attach themselves to any energy source available, attracted by the increased power flow.

“Do your thing,” Beck ordered.

There was a sizzle of power as every pink alien spasmed, trying frantically to withdraw their energy-collecting tails from the station systems. All over Ops and throughout the rest of the station, sniggleshnooshes dropped like flies.



Station Log, Stardate 57553.1

“After maintaining quarantine for two more days, we’ve finally been able to reopen the station for business. Wuddle assures me that our actions should have been sufficient to eradicate the little buggers, and our internal sensors show no signs of power drains or furry aliens. After the luck we’ve had with furry little rodents, I’m reasonably certain that the pet store in the mall has little chance of selling their hamsters, gerbils or hedgehogs,”

“On an unrelated note, Ih’mad has had the same dinner special on for two days straight. I’m not sure what he’s cooking, but it’s absolutely divine!”



“And on that note,” Beck said, walking out of her office, “I’m going to dinner. See you tomorrow, all,”

Her departure was blocked as the turbolift doors opened, revealing a short and angry looking alien with purplish skin and ears like damp socks.

“CAPTAIN BECK!” he yelled, “I will have you know that I have NEVER in my life experienced such despicable treatment! I have been detained, delayed, mistreated, forced to endure an infestation, and BEATEN in a DIRT PIT! I spit upon your station, and I spit upon YOU!” Vudca drew himself up to his full height, “I am going home at once, and I can assure you, Glizbar will be withdrawing its application for Federation membership quite soon!”

With that, Vudca made a complex gesture, meant to curse Beck with aural fungus and stormed out of Ops.

“Who was that guy?” Beck asked.



End.






Lockdown



Yeoman Tina Jones barely had time to register that there was some kind of commotion out in Starfleet Square Mall before said commotion had moved from the mall concourse into the Waystation Welcome Center where Jones was located.

As it turned out, the commotion in question was Federation President Bradley Dillon, or rather the actions of his entourage of Special Secret Section bodyguards who seemed to take great pleasure in moving people out of Bradley’s path with the greatest possible force. At least Jones had to believe they were taking pleasure from it. Their faces never registered anything beyond grim…grimnity, but she knew deep down they were laughing.

For his part, Bradley was all smiles, striding through the platoon of guards toward the Welcome Center reception desk, where Jones was currently standing.

“Good morning, Tina!” Bradley exclaimed jovially. “But what are you doing here at this unreasonably early hour? Surely Captain Beck is not asking you to man a desk before you’ve had a chance to rub the sleep from your eyes.”

“Er…no,” Jones said. “I think I left a padd here last night, so I was…”

“Splendid,” Bradley said, cutting her off. “Well since you’re not on duty, perhaps you could accompany me to my ship.”

“Your ship? Are you…”

“Leaving, yes. But it’s only temporary,” Bradley said, wrapping an arm around Jones’s shoulder and walking her toward the exit, the Special Secret Section officers silently surrounding them and eyeing Jones’s proximity to the president with displeasure.

“Um…I still need to find…”

“We haven’t seen nearly enough of each other since I returned to Waystation.”

“You visit the Welcome Center a couple of times a week and…”

“And here I am running off again. Ah well. Such is life in my line of work.” Bradley steered Jones into a turbolift (which quickly filled with Special Secret Section operatives, making movement, much less breathing, difficult) and ordered it to Docking Bay Seven, which was generally reserved for Bradley’s private ship, the S.S. Penzance. “Well, lines really. With my schedule being what it is, I have to make trips like this when I have the chance. As we speak, there sits a lovely little world in the Multek Enclave that may very well be the future home of Bradley Dillon’s CasinoWorld. That is what we must determine.”

“We?” Jones said in alarm. “But I can’t…”

“Mister Auditmi and myself. He should be waiting for us in the docking bay,” Bradley clarified. “At least he’d better be,” he added darkly.

The turbolift deposited Bradley, Jones, and company into the corridor just outside the docking bay. The vanguard of the Special Secret Section was inside the docking bay and looking for threats before Bradley made his first step, not that Bradley seemed to notice. Of course, considering these folks were around Bradley at all times, Jones imagined that he’d gotten used to them.

“Ah good,” Bradley said, stepping into the docking bay and seeing Auditmi standing near the Penzance, fidgeting nervously with his own fingers. That was all the acknowledgment he gave the Zakdorn as he turned his full attention back to Jones. “As you can imagine, choosing a planet is a big decision. You have to ask yourself why the Multeks are willing to part with it. Yes, there are mutual benefits to be had when the Multeks go into business with me, but are they tilting things to their advantage? For example, the colony world the Romulans established just outside the Enclave borders…”

“Finally,” Jones muttered. “I didn’t think they’d ever…”

“It did take them a while to settle on a place, but I needed to be certain that the Multeks weren’t handing me a planet in striking distance of the Romulans…not that the Romulans would strike. Still, one can’t be too careful in these sorts of decisions. Fortunately, the coordinates place our candidate on the opposite side of the Enclave from the Romulan colony.” He suddenly looked back at his employee. “Isn’t that fortunate, Mister Auditmi?”

“Yes, sir,” Auditmi said softly, his head bowed.

“Is he okay? He looks…” Jones asked.

“Of course he’s okay,” Bradley replied quickly. “He’s looking forward to his next challenge. Right, Auditmi?”

“Yes, sir.”

“See.”

Jones bit her lip. “Um…”

“Assuming that the world we’re visiting is suitable to my needs, Mister Auditmi will be taking up residence there immediately to oversee the construction of the first phase of the CasinoWorld complex.”

“Immediately? Isn’t that kind of short…”

“I believe the change of scenery will do him some good. Just between you and me, I think life on Waystation has been getting to him. I do understand, though. Really I do. For a year, he was in charge of the entirety of Dillon Enterprises, and now that I have returned, he’s not. But he was still living every day in the seat of power. It was bound to affect him. I just wish I had seen it sooner before…well, the less said about that the better.”

“That” being Auditmi’s escalating feud with Baughb as McBaughb’s and the Double D Diner struggled for breakfast dominance on the station. Auditmi took the struggle personally, even more so after Bradley returned, finally resorting to an attempt to frame Baughb for threatening to blow up the Double D.

“But Mister Auditmi’s impending relocation is why I wanted to speak with you this morning,” Bradley continued.

Jones’s thought process was also continuing. Sure trying to frame Baughb wasn’t a nice thing to do, but sending Auditmi off to an empty planet was kind of harsh. Wait. What did Bradley just say. Huh?

“Huh?” Jones said, verbalizing her last thought. “I mean…”

“Would you wait in the ship please, Auditmi?” Bradley said.

“Yes, sir,” Auditmi said dejectedly before shuffling up the ramp into the Penzance.

“There. Now we can talk in private.”

“Um,” Jones replied, looking around at the horde of Special Secret Section agents milling about. “What about…”

“This recent Auditmi unpleasantness made me realize a few things. First, the man should stick to numbers. He’s amazingly able. Finds trends and potential trouble spots faster than any computer I’ve ever seen. You need a real living being working on these things with the intuition to see past the numbers and understand what they mean to your business. That Auditmi can do. Dealing with other living beings is another matter. However, his attempts, misguided as they were, showed me the value of having someone taking a more hands-on role with the Dillon Enterprises businesses on Waystation. A liaison, if you will, between our establishments and the public. Your work on the station over the years has given you more than a little expertise in this arena.”

Jones nodded, understanding. “So you want me to train a liaison…”

“I want you to be our liaison.”

Jones froze. Bradley was fixing her with his full-on smile now. “Er…wow. That’s…really nice of you. But I don’t think I’d have time, and I don’t know if I’m even allowed to work for a private entity when I’m…”

“No no. You’d have to leave Starfleet, of course.”

“Leave! I don’t want…”

“Tina, think about this before you make a hasty decision,” Bradley said. “You would be the public face of Dillon Enterprises on Waystation, and who knows where it could lead from there. From my perspective, there’s no one else for the job. You know the station, you know the people, and you’ve become quite the diplomat in your present position. Even more importantly, I trust you and value your input. With me, you’ll be entering a whole new arena of diplomacy. Station politics is one thing, but the business world is quite another. You would meet with me daily while getting to know the inner workings of Dillon Enterprises. This is a life-changing opportunity for you.”

“Yeah, but…”

“As I said, think about it,” Bradley said, striding off toward the ramp leading into the Penzance. “I’ll be back in a few days, and then we can talk about your future.” The Special Secret Section operatives jogged up the ramp behind Bradley, then the ramp retracted as the ship’s hatch closed. Moments later, the vessel was soaring out into space, leaving Jones standing alone in the empty docking bay.



“You look tired,” Commander Walter Morales said to Federation Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges, who was currently sitting across from him at a table in the Starfleet Square Mall food court. Actually, “sitting” implies that there was some sort of posture involved. Hodges was really more slumped over, her head hovering mere inches above her plate of cheese-covered scrambled eggs. Then there was also the snoring issue.

“I said, you look tired,” Morales repeated…loudly.

Hodges jolted, slamming her back against the seat. “Locked and loaded, sir!” she shouted. She suddenly remembered where she was. “Sorry,” she said.

“It’s okay,” Morales replied chuckling. “Didn’t sleep well last night?”

“Colonel Lazlo ordered a surprise drill at 0200. And then another at 0400.”

“Ouch.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Does he do that often?”

“First time,” Hodges said, stifling a yawn. “I think he’s bored.”

“It has been pretty quiet around here for a while…not that I’m complaining.”

“I’m not either, but I think he’s losing it. We need a mission or an invasion or something. That mess with the snigglejuwhatsits a while ago just didn’t do the job.”

“I could talk to the captain about finding a species to declare war on if you’d like,” Morales said.

“Lisa does owe me a few favors.”

“Really? What for?”

Hodges smiled. “Boyfriend privileges only clear you for so much information.”

“So I can have access to every bit of you physically, but this is off-limits.”

“My body is yours. Some parts of my mind have to remain mine.”

“Your body is mine, huh?” Morales said with a glint in his eye. “How much time do we have until you’re duty shift starts?”

“Not enough. That goes for you too. You’re due in Ops soon, aren’t you?”

“I could just tell Captain Beck that you owed me a few favors.”

“No way, Mister. You keep our personal life out of your professional life,” Hodges said.

“Like she doesn’t hear it all from you anyway,” Morales said.

“That’s not the point.”

“I see.”

“I mean it, Walt.”

“I was agreeing with you.”

“Sure you were,” Hodges said. She leaned across the table and kissed him. “I’ve gotta go. I’m going to be late.”

“What about your eggs?”

Hodges grabbed the plate and took it with her. “Should have gone to McBaughb’s. Food’s more portable.”

“Tomorrow,” Morales said. “Will I see you before then?”

“Doubtful. As soon as my shift’s done, I’m going to bed.”

“Good plan. Talk to you later. I love you.”

“Mmmrf ffrr,” Hodges, who had just shoved a forkfull of eggs into her mouth, mumbled back before rushing off to the nearest turbolift. As the lift doors opened, she barreled inside, narrowly avoiding running over Yeoman Jones, who barely seemed to notice as she wandered out onto the mall’s upper concourse. She gradually made her way over to Morales, who was staring blankly at the now-closed turbolift doors.

“Hi,” Morales said distractedly.

“Hi,” Jones replied with a slight wave.

“You okay?”

“Found my padd,” Jones said, holding up the padd she’d just retrieved from the Welcome Center.

“Good for you.”

“And Bradley just offered me a job.”

“Huh.”

Honestly, she’d expected more of a reaction out of him, but then right now he looked as dazed as she felt. “You okay?” Jones asked.

“I just told Steph I love her.”

“Huh.”

“First time.”

“Oh,” Jones said. “You going to Ops?”

“Yeah,” Morales said, getting up from his chair and following Jones down the concourse. “She didn’t even react. At least I don’t think she did. She said something, but her mouth was full and I couldn’t really understand her.”

“I’m going to say no to him, of course, but I guess I should tell Captain Beck he offered. She’d want to know that, don’t you think?”

“Maybe she didn’t hear me. She was in a rush. And really tired. She probably missed the whole thing.”

The pair stepped into the turbolift. “Ops,” Morales said.

“Is anybody listening to me today?” Jones said. “First Bradley won’t let me finish a complete sentence. Now you…”

“What?”

“Never mind,” Jones said quietly.

The lift slowed then opened onto Deck Two, where Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter was waiting. “Oh good. My escorts have arrived. To Ops, Jeeves,” he said stepping inside. Jones and Morales just stared at him. “Wow. Lively bunch.” The turbolift doors closed, and the lift ascended the rest of the way to Ops in a matter of seconds.

“Better watch these two,” Porter said, exiting into Waystation’s command center and gesturing back toward Morales and Jones. “They’re on a roll today.”

“What they’d do?” Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell asked from his post at the tactical console.

“Not a thing.”

“Huh?”

“Just ignore him,” Morales said. “For some reason, he’s being more obnoxious than usual.”

“I have to take my pain out on someone,” Porter said.

“Pain? What pain?” Jones asked concerned.

“I was rousted out of bed torturously early in order to examine the Ops emergency cut-off systems. Why else would I be on Deck Two?” Porter did have a point. Deck Two, which was fairly small due to its position at the top of the upper saucer, really only contained support systems for Ops. It wasn’t a place people generally went to hang out.

“Was there a problem?” Morales asked.

“Nope. Not a one. But the computer demanded that I check things over visually. Wouldn’t leave me alone until I did.”

“It can do that?” Jones asked.

“Starfleet takes its preventative maintenance very seriously,” Porter replied as he headed over to the Operations/Science console where Lieutenant Mason was standing. “Anything going on, Mason?”

“Er…no, sir,” Mason said, barely looking at Porter. “Captain Beck is already in her office meeting with the civilian rep.”

“This early? She must be thrilled,” Porter said.

“I don’t know. But nothing else is happening. All systems are operating normally, and nothing unusual has shown up on the internal or external sensors,” Mason reported.

“That’s the way I like it. Go get some food or some sleep or something.”

“Yes, sir.” He stepped out from behind the console and past Porter, moving slowly toward the turbolift. Just before stepping inside, he looked back at the officers that had just come on duty. “Bye, everybody.”

“See you later, Mason,” Porter said distractedly, pulling up the latest system status updates on his console.

“Okay. Good luck.”

Mason took one more look around then entered the turbolift.



Just a few feet away inside her office, Captain Lisa Beck was indeed thrilled (if your definition of thrilled includes wishing to be suddenly knocked unconscious by a bit of falling ceiling) to be meeting with Richard Theroll, the duly-elected representation of the Waystation Residents’ Council. The WRC was not normally something Beck thought much about. Waystation was a Starfleet station and therefore under Starfleet jurisdiction, which, in this case, meant her. However, with non-Starfleet personnel living and working on board, it was inevitable that they would want some kind of voice in station affairs. Over time, two such “voices” had developed. The first, and the one with which Beck had the most dealings, was the Waystation Merchants’ Association, which represented the interests of business owners on the station. Everyone else was invited to join the WRC. At first most people hadn’t been interested in taking the WRC up on their offer, but, if Richard Theroll’s membership data was to be believed, they’d experienced a marked upswing in applications after the Collectors’ assault on the station almost two years earlier. Even after that, the WRC had mostly stayed out of Beck’s way. Unfortunately, that had all changed a couple of months ago when Theroll was elected President of the Council. In his day job, Theroll worked for Waystation’s Colony Administration office, which handled most of the issues colonies face when they’re first starting up. Applications to start a colony, planetary selection forms, surveys, charters, and such. In short, he was a bureaucrat. Porter knew Theroll more from their dealings in Waystation’s small Society for Creative Anachronisms group, which Theroll was also in charge of. So, in short, he was a bureaucrat with a thing for swords. Fortunately he wasn’t swinging one as he made his current demands.

“He’s got to go!” Theroll said, smacking his hand down on Beck’s desk. Beck’s first instinct was to break said hand for hitting her desk, but she decided that wasn’t the best way to maintain a cordial relationship with Theroll and the WRC.

“Bradley Dillon is the President of the United Federation of Planets. Just how do you propose to make him go anywhere?”

“Starfleet can request that his offices be moved to another location…for reasons of Federation security.”

“Is there a particular reason you suddenly want your own president to be moved elsewhere? Particularly considering he basically just got back.”

“That’s exactly the problem. Things were fine while he wasn’t here. But now that he’s back, this station is a target again.”

“A target for who?”

“Assassins! Aggressive races looking to hurt the Federation! Madmen! Anyone! What about those little aliens who shot up the mall a couple of months ago?”

“They were not here because of President Dillon.”

“But the next attackers might be! While President Dillon is here, the rest of us are not safe! For the sake of his citizens, he needs to be someplace more secure.”

“You don’t think we can protect him?”

“You shouldn’t have to protect him. Your job is to protect us, and that means removing threats to our well-being. Having President Dillon here is that kind of threat. Remember all of those assassination attempts before he left?” Theroll demanded.

“All of which were related to his efforts to see the Bast…which are over now. As you may have noticed, he’s been back on Waystation for several months now, and we all seem to be alive and well,” Beck said.

“But how long until the honeymoon is over? And what if he gets reelected next year?”

“Don’t you have to be elected before you can be reelected?”

“That’s not the point!”

“No, the point is that I agreed to meet with you at a ludicrously early hour with the understanding that you had pressing station issues to discuss me with. Instead, I’m getting this garbage. With all due respect to you and the WRC, I don’t have time for this. Bradley Dillon isn’t leaving, and I couldn’t make him leave even if I wanted to. That said, your life isn’t in danger just because he’s around. End of discussion. Good day!”

“You haven’t listened…”

“I said ‘end of discussion.’ That means stop talking. I was listening. Now I’m not.”

“Nice to see that Starfleet has such respect for Federation citizens,” Theroll snapped before charging toward the door.

“Oh yeah! Well I didn’t hear you complaining when we were evacuating your ass to protect you from the Collectors!” Beck called after him. “Next time, your ass can evacuate itself!”

“It will!” Theroll shouted, turning back to Beck.

They glared at each other for a few moments, their words sinking in.

“I’ll pretend you didn’t say that, if you’ll do the same for me,” Beck said.

“Agreed,” Theroll replied quickly. He turned on his heel and exited the office. Beck gave him a few seconds to get into the turbolift and away from Ops before she let out a long sigh and headed out of her door.

“Good meeting?” Commander Morales asked, struggling not to smile.

“How much did you hear?”

“Only the bit where you told Theroll he’d have to supply his own enemas from now on,” Porter said.

“Eww! Craig!” Yeoman Jones cried.

“What?” Porter said innocently. “Did I misinterpret something? Could someone draw me a picture?”

“Oooh!” Russell exclaimed excitedly.

“I was kidding, Sean.”

“No! I forgot to show you guys. I got a letter from my cousin, Olivia! It came in on a transport this morning, and I picked it up on the way here.”

“That explains how you got here before I did,” Porter said.

“Yeah. The transport captain wouldn’t wait, so I had to get out of bed early.”

“Awwww. Poor Sean.”

“What did she send you?” Jones asked.

“Um…isn’t this the same Olivia you got sentenced to a rehabilitation colony?” Morales asked.

“Yeah. And?” Russell said.

“And maybe we shouldn’t be opening mail from her without taking a few precautions?”

“It’s okay. I opened it on the way up here. It’s just a painting she did for me.” Russell pulled the folded-up paper from his pocket and spread it out on his console as Beck, Porter, Morales, and Jones came over to take a look.

“Hmmm…‘I hate you, you fucking bastard,’” Porter read. “How sweet.”

“It’s a good likeness, though,” Jones said.

“I don’t know. In real life he isn’t that smudgy,” Beck said.

“Still, it’s not bad for fingerpaint,” Morales said.

“I like it,” Russell said. “She even painted herself giving me flowers.”

“Um…I think that’s your heart she’s just ripped from your chest,” Porter said.

“Oh. That would explain the red on my uniform.”

“Yeah.”

“If art appreciation is over for today, could we maybe have our morning staff meeting a little early and get it over with?” Beck said.

“I’ll see if Doctor Diantha is available,” Morales said, heading back to his console.

He made it exactly two and a half steps before alarms began blaring. This wasn’t the usual red alert klaxon, though.

“What the hell is that?” Beck shouted over the din as her officers raced back to their consoles.

“I don’t know!” Porter shouted back. “The station status board is green. I don’t see anything.” He suddenly did a double-take at the display. “And now I really don’t see anything.”

“What?”

“The readouts are gone! All of them.”

“Mine too!” Russell said.

“Same here!” Morales added.

“What’s happening?” Jones shouted.

The alarm suddenly stopped.

“Operations lockdown complete,” the ever-calm voice of the computer announced.

“Lockdown?” Beck snapped, turning on Porter. “I never ordered a lockdown. What did that?”

Porter looked up at Beck to say something that, judging by the look of confusion on his face, was probably going to go something along the lines of “I have no idea,” but before he could say a word, he stopped, mouth gaping, and pointed behind Beck.

Beck spun around and found herself face to face with Fleet Admiral Nosira Ra’al. Ra’al suddenly stepped forward and walked through Beck. Okay, so maybe it was a hologram of Fleet Admiral Ra’al.

“Greetings to you, Officers of Waystation. I am Nosira Ra’al. In our continuing efforts to ensure that Starfleet personnel have the highest levels of training and preparedness, I have asked that the command staffs of our various ships and outposts be put through different emergency drills to test their ability to deal with certain scenarios. As you have no doubt gathered, you are now in lockdown mode. The Operations Center of Waystation has been cut off from the rest of the station and its resources. For the next 48 hours…”

“48 hours!” Russell cried.

“Shhhhhh!” snapped everyone else.

“…this lockdown will be in effect. You will, therefore…act accordingly. Fleet Admiral Ra’al out.” The hologram abruptly vanished.

“Act accordingly?” Commander Morales asked.

“Is there a particular way we’re supposed to be acting?”

“Bored,” Porter said.

“Isn’t this supposed to be a simulated emergency?”

“Yeah, but the emergency is that we’re cutoff from everything and everyone. That means no computer access, no sensor readings, no replicators…”

“We’re going to have to eat ration packs?” Russell said in disgust.

“You’re welcome to try. I think I can hold out for two days,” Porter replied. “At least it all makes sense now.”

“What makes sense?” Morales asked.

“The computer summoning me this morning. Command could remotely program the drill, but they’d want to make sure all of the Ops systems and lockdown components were functioning properly beforehand.”

“That’s fascinating and all, but I’d really love it if somebody could tell me who’s running my station right now,” Beck said.

Morales, Porter, and Russell all exchanged looks. “Um…”

“Mason,” Jones said.

“How do you know that?” Morales said.

“He said ‘good luck’ to us before he left. I didn’t know what he meant at the time, but he must have known about this.”

“He could have told me,” Porter muttered.

“Probably not without risking a court martial,” Beck said. “Act accordingly, my ass. This is Ra’al getting back at me.”

“What did you do?” Morales said.

“I wouldn’t spy on President Dillon for her. Damn her! I spent weeks waiting for retribution after I told her, but nothing happened. I assumed she was over it, but no! That b-…admiral was just lulling me into a false sense of security until she could pull this!”

“Nice of her to invite the rest of us along as well,” Porter said.

“Oh come on,” Jones said. “It like we’re getting to spend a two-day vacation together. This will be fun! Right? RIGHT?”

“Er…right.” “Yeah.” “Sure.”
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“I’m bored.”

“Shut up, Sean.”
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“I’m hungry.”

“Shut… No wait. I’m hungry, too.”

“I thought you were going to hold out until this was over,” Commander Morales said.

“I was,” Porter said. “But I don’t think I’m going to make it.”

“It was a good run, though. You endured all the way until lunchtime.”

“Are we really stuck with ration packs?” Russell asked.

“You’re the one who said he was hungry,” Porter replied.

“Yeah, but can’t you get the replicator in Captain Beck’s office working or something?”

“Power is limited to essential systems, which during lockdown is limited to life support,” Porter replied. “And even if I rerouted power, we’re cut off from the rest of the station, so the replicator can’t access the matter stores to make anything.”

“I’ll take a ration bar,” Russell muttered.

“Anyone else?” Porter asked, heading around the turbolift shaft toward the emergency supply stores hidden behind a set of wall panels between the doors to the conference room and the bathroom at the rear of Ops. After receiving a series of unenthusiastic grunts from Beck, Morales and Jones that he took to mean yes, Porter opened up the wall panel…

…and stopped, staring at a whole lot of nothing.

“Um…”

He stared some more. Water, check. Non-edible supplies, check. Rations…nope. There was a note, though.

“Hey! Are you eating them all yourself?” Russell demanded, coming up behind him. Russell looked over Porter’s shoulder into the supply store.

“Um…” Porter said.

“I don’t see the food.”

“Nope.”

“You ate it?”

“Yeah, Sean. I ate a gross of ration bars by myself in the last few seconds.”

“Well, I don’t see them.”

“Amazing observation.” Porter snatched up the note and shoved it into Russell’s hand. “Get solving, pal.”

“Paper?”

“Looks like.”

“‘I owe you: 144 ration bars. - Tyler,’” Russell read. “Do you know a Tyler?”

“There’s Jane Tyler. She’s on the Operations staff in…”

“Oh yeah. Brown hair. Good body. Great smile. I remember her.” Russell saw Porter narrowing his eyes at him. “What? That’s her, right?”

“Are we eating or what?” Captain Beck asked, walking up to the pair.

“What,” Porter and Russell said.

“WHAT?” Beck exclaimed.

“Someone borrowed the rations,” Porter explained.

“I don’t remember authorizing that.”

“Funny. Neither do I.”

“Then why aren’t we calling this a theft?”

“Because she left an I.O.U.,” Russell said, handing Beck the note.

“We need to have a word with Tyler when this is over.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Russell said.

“Oh no,” Porter said quickly. “I don’t want you ‘interrogating’ her. We all know how that works.”

“I don’t,” Beck said.

“Well…I…er…” Russell stammered.

“And I really don’t care,” Beck continued. “I just came back here to hit the head.” She took a step toward the bathroom doors, which didn’t open for her. “No power, huh?”

“Nope,” Porter said.

“If I pry these doors open, will there be a working toilet in there?”

“Nope.” Porter said. He reached into the supplies, grabbed a box about a foot square, and handed it to Beck.

“Mister Sani?” Beck said, eyeing the box unhappily.

“It’s what we’ve got.”

“Uggh,” Russell said. “Starfleet couldn’t spring for Dillon’s Potty in a Pouch?”

“Both of you go away,” Beck said, pulling the bathroom doors open. “Mister Sani and I would like a little privacy.”

“Have fun,” Porter said, heading back toward the main part of Ops.

“There wasn’t any alcohol in that panel was there?” Russell asked, following Porter.

“NO!”

“Jeeze. Okay. You don’t have to get so nasty about it. I just wanted a drink.”

“No drinks! NOBODY needs a drink!”

“Okay. I didn’t know you felt that strongly about it.”

“Well, I do.”

“Any particular reason?”

“NO!”
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“You guys aren’t singing,” Jones said, scolding her comrades. “The whole point of a sing-along is that you sing along.”

“I’m really not in a singing mood,” Morales said, trying to be kind about it.

“Come on. This is exactly the kind of thing we need to keep us busy and pass the time. It’s fun!”

The others looked at her incredulously.

“Well, back home we thought it was fun,” Jones muttered.
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Russell was fine. He was there. He was listening. He was…ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ.

“Sean!”

“Wha!” Russell exclaimed, his head jolting up from where it had been resting on his chest.

“Yep. He was asleep,” Porter said.

“We probably all should follow his lead,” Beck said.

“There are a couple of bedrolls in the supply panel,” Porter said. “And by a couple I mean two.”

“And the sofa-bed in the captain’s office,” Morales said.

“That’s a bed?” Beck said surprised.

“It’s a Starfleet standard issue sofa, so it should be,” Morales said. “You’ve never checked?”

“Never needed to. I try to avoid sleeping in my office, and up until now, I’ve been doing a pretty good job of it.”

“Well, you and Jones can have the bed. Porter, Russell and I will…”

“Hang on. How come we automatically get the bed?” Jones asked.

Morales froze. “Er…well…I thought it would be good to…”

“It’s because we’re women.”

“Well…yeah.”

“Thanks, but we don’t need your chauvinism.”

“I think he was going more for chivalry,” Porter said.

“Either way, we don’t need it. We can sleep on the floor just as well as you can,” Jones said, folding her arms and glaring at Porter and Morales.

“Speak for yourself. It’s my office. I’m taking the bed,” Beck said. “There’s room for one more. We’ll make it fair. Pick a number between one and fifty.”

“Forty-two!” Russell called out.

“Morales?” Beck asked.

“Six.”

“Craig?” Beck said, turning to look at Porter. She suddenly stopped, the two staring uncomfortably at each other for a moment until Porter looked away.

“I’m fine out here,” he said. “You guys go ahead.”

“Are you sure, Craig?” Jones asked.

“Oh yeah. Sleeping on the floor every once in a while realigns my back. It’s good.”

“Okay,” Jones said. “Twenty-five.”

“It was twenty-six,” Beck said. “Come on, Tina. I’m exhausted.”

“Okay. See, Commander. We did it fairly. No sexism involved,” Jones said to Morales.

“I’m sorry,” Morales said. “Good night. And no hard feelings.”

“None,” Jones said.

“Enjoy the bed.”

“I will. But I won it fairly,” Jones said, not looking all that convinced, before she followed Beck to the office. They pried the door open, then forced it closed again.

“Whew,” Beck said, leaning against the closed door. “That was close.”

“Huh?”

“Tina, next time someone offers you a bed, just take it. Okay?”

“But…”

“Do you think I wanted to share a bed with Morales or Russell? Help me pull this bed out.”

“But I won…” Jones said, picking up the last sofa cushion as Beck extended the bed from the sofa and collapsed onto it.

“Uh huh. It’s just a damn good thing they didn’t make me write down the number in advance.”

“It wasn’t fair?” Jones said weakly as she picked up a sofa cushion.

“Goodnight, Tina.”

Back out in Ops proper, Porter had given Morales and Russell the two bed rolls and was in the process of trying to find the softest piece of carpet. Finally, he gave up, grabbed two chairs, and put them facing each other to create a makeshift bed.

“I thought the floor was good for your back,” Russell said.

“Good night,” Porter said firmly.

The room was silent for several moments.

“I’m really hungry.”

“Sean!”
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“Great Bird, am I…”

“Don’t say it!” Porter warned. Russell closed his mouth.

“We’re all hungry,” Jones said, sitting with her legs crossed on the floor nearby.

“How come she gets to say it?” Russell asked.

“Everybody gets one,” Porter replied.

“How was the floor?” Beck asked.

“He used chairs,” Morales said.

“Didn’t help,” Porter replied.

“I would have traded you,” Jones said.

“That’s okay,” Porter said quickly.

“You were better off out here,” Beck said. “That hide-a- bed was really uncomfortable.”

“It wasn’t that bad,” Jones said.

“I was fine,” Porter said.

“I’m guessing we don’t have any Dillon’s Shower in a Sacks back there,” Beck said, changing the subject.

“Sorry,” Porter replied. “You could try pouring some of the emergency water on your head.”

“I’d rather pour it on you,” Russell muttered.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Porter shot back.

“Nothing,” Russell said, this time at an almost inaudible mumble.

“No. There was most definitely something there.”

“Just forget it!” Russell snapped.

“I’ve got some ideas for things we could do today,” Jones said, trying to brighten the mood. “You know, to pass the time.”

No one responded.

“This would go a lot faster if you guys would participate. Really.”

“Tina, I know you mean well, but don’t. Okay?” Beck said.

“Yes, ma’am,” Jones pouted.

“Don’t take it too hard,” Morales said. “I don’t think President Dillon would have gone for the idea either.”

“This wouldn’t be happening to President Dillon,” Jones replied.

“What’s he got to do with anything?” Beck asked.

“Nothing,” Jones said then quickly added, “ma’am.”

“Didn’t we already establish there’s always a something to the ‘nothing’?” Porter said.

“Craig!” Jones said, turning on him.

“Well, there is.”

“And if Bradley Dillon is somehow involved in all this, I want to know about it,” Beck said. Bradley and Ra’al wouldn’t team up to put her through this drill, would they? No. That was ridiculous. They hated each other. Or at least Ra’al hated Bradley. Bradley probably didn’t even know who Ra’al was. Well, he probably did, but he certainly didn’t care.

“He offered Jones a job,” Morales said.

“HE WHAT?” Porter and Russell shouted.

Beck stopped herself before her gaping could become too apparent. Didn’t see that one coming.

“What do you mean he offered her a job?” Beck asked before turning to Jones. “He wants you to join the president’s office?”

“He asked me to basically do what I do now…”

“You mean liaisoning.”

“…but for Dillon Enterprises,” Jones finished sheepishly.

“Dillon Enterprises is a private company. You can’t do that while you’re…” Beck trailed off. “He asked you to leave Starfleet.”

“Uh huh.”

“You’re not going to, though, right? You’re in the Academy now. You’ll be a Security Officer by the end of next year, and with your talent, you’ll go a lot farther than that.”

“I know,” Jones said. “But…”

“But what?”

“But who cares?” Russell shouted.

“Russell!” Beck snapped angrily.

“Can we talk about the real issue here?” Russell demanded, jabbing an accusing finger toward Porter. “HIM!”

“Me?” Porter said. “What did I do?”

“Definitely not your job!” Russell shouted back.

“You think this lockdown is my fault?”

“No, but the lack of food sure as hell is.”

“I didn’t know…”

“But you should have! Emergency supplies fall under Operations, right?”

“Yeah, but…”

“And Tyler works for you! Your own person swiped the crate of rations, and no one on your staff even noticed! Don’t you check those things?”

“I’m sorry, okay!” Porter said.

“Tell that to my stomach. And my back!”

“I gave you one of the bedrolls, and I didn’t try to sleep with the captain!” Porter’s eyes widened. “I mean sleep in the bed…in the office…that she happened to be in!”

“Oh yeah. There’s a sacrifice. You gave up a night on a crappy hide-a-bed,” Russell said. “It wasn’t like you were passing up some big sexcapade with her!”

“I know,” Porter said, suddenly finding the wall very interesting to look at.

“So that doesn’t…” Russell stopped. “Craig?”

“What?”

“Why are you looking at the wall?”

“I’m not.”

“Craig?” Russell’s anger suddenly vanished as a grin began to spread across his face.

“WHAT?”

“Look at me.”

“No.”

“You had sex with her!” Russell exclaimed laughing.

“No, I didn’t,” Porter protested, his eyes meeting Russell’s. That was a mistake.

“Ha! Yes you did!”

“Mister Russell!” Beck thundered.

“They slept together?” Morales asked in disbelief.

“Uh huh.”

“Sean!” Jones said in horror. “How can you…”

“I’ve known this man since the Academy, and when it comes to things like this, he cannot lie for anything. I can see it in his eyes.”

“Yeah? So what!” Porter shouted back.

“Then it’s true!” Morales said.

“Are you two dating?” Jones asked.

“We’re done here! End of conversation!” Beck declared.

Morales took a step toward her. “You can’t just…”

“I’m the captain, so yes I can. Everybody pick a spot, sit in it, and SHUT UP!”

“This is still your fault,” Russell whispered as he passed Porter. “But I want details.”

“I SAID SHUT UP ALL OF YOU!!!!!” Beck screamed.
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“I can’t take this anymore,” Beck said, jumping to her feet and starting to pace the Ops command area. “Can we all talk to each other without it devolving into a fight?”

“Or an orgy,” Russell snickered.

“Shut up, Sean,” Porter snapped.

“No way. You don’t get to tell me to shut up, Craig. Maybe if you weren’t the reason I haven’t eaten in over a day…”

“Let it go.”

“Why the hell should I?”

“I see that’s a big no on the not fighting,” Beck muttered.

“Guys,” Jones said. “Stop. Please. None of this is helping make our situation any more pleasant.”

“You want to make it pleasant?” Russell said. “Find me a slab of ribs.”

“Find me a phaser,” Porter said.

“You’re welcome to take a shot at me without a phaser. Go ahead.,” Russell said.

As Russell and Porter glared at each other, Beck walker over to where Morales was seated, staring blankly at nothing in particular. “At least you’ve decided to remain in the land of the sane,” she said.

Morales looked up at her, his blank expression hardening. “You slept with him!” he shouted suddenly, jumping to his feet as Beck reflexively leapt back from him. “How? Why? WHY?”

“What the hell business is it of yours?” Jones demanded, storming between Morales and Beck. Jones’s angry shout, which wasn’t the kind of thing she did very often, drew Porter and Russell’s attention over to the newly-developing drama.

Morales was practically shaking with rage at this point. “She…she…she had sex with a junior officer!”

“Like you care about that!”

“Why do you care about…what I care about!”

“You’ve got a girlfriend. You told her you love her. But here you are all pissed off that Craig got the captain and you didn’t!”

“I didn’t get her!” Porter protested.

“Stay out of my personal life!” Morales said.

“Oh fuck me!” Russell cried. “I thought we were done with this quadrangle shit! What are we up to now? Morales wants Beck. Jones wants Morales. Morales has Hodges. Craig had Beck. I want Hodges. What is that? A sextangle?” He started laughing madly.

“Nobody had me,” Beck said.

“You want Steph?” Morales said surprised.

“Just for one night. She’s hot.”

“Er…okay,” Morales said. Something suddenly registered in his brain. He whirled around toward Jones, who was at that moment having an internal battle between her anger at Morales and her mortification at what Russell had just said. “You…”

“Yes!” Jones shouted. “But since you’re evidently a complete ass and incapable of getting it through your thick head that you won’t be dating the captain ever, I’m wondering what the hell was wrong with me! When Beck’s around, do you even see Hodges? You never saw me, and I was right in front of you!”

“I…”

“Oh just shut up,” Jones said.

“You tell him, Tina,” Russell said.

Jones whipped her head toward Russell, eyes blazing and said three words that no one ever thought they’d hear coming out of her mouth.

“Go FUCK yourself!”
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“Damn it, Sean. Can you not do that?”

“What? Breathe?” Russell shot back at Porter.

“Could both of you just shut up?” Jones snapped.

“Just shut up?” Russell said. “I thought I was supposed to go fuck myself too.”

“Lay off,” Beck ordered.

“Sure. Defend her. That’s predictable.”

“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

“I’m sick of this fawning over Tina! You’ve practically handed her my office already! She’s one of your ‘do no wrongs.’ Just like Craig. I mean, if I was you, I’d be pissed as hell at Craig right now.”

“Hey! Leave me out of this!” Porter said.

“Right. Because you’re so innocent. It’s just a damn good thing this isn’t a real emergency, or we would all be FUCKED!” Russell jabbed an accusing finger at Beck. “But she doesn’t give a damn because it’s you! But if I so much as forget to sign a report…”

“I’ve never done a thing to you,” Beck said, her voice practically a growl.

“You’ve never done a thing for me either. But Tina…Tina’s being groomed. You got her into the Academy, and now you’re all upset that she’d even consider taking what is probably a much better offer.

“Of course I’m upset. I don’t want to lose her. And yes, I helped her get into the Academy, which I expect some gratitude for, but that doesn’t mean that she…”

“Gratitude?” Jones said. “What does that mean? Do I owe you now?”

“That’s not what I meant,” Beck said.

“Then what did you mean?”

“She means that she got you in, so you’d better be nice and do what she tells you,” Russell said.

“Tina got in on her own merits,” Morales said. “She’s a good officer.”

“I don’t need you defending me,” Jones said, turning angrily on Morales.

“I just…”

“Don’t! Don’t defend me. Don’t talk to me. Don’t look at me. Go back to staring at the captain.”

“I love Steph. I’m sorry if that…”

“Then why were you jumping down my throat about Craig?” Beck asked.

“I was surprised. That’s all.”

“You’re going to be really surprised if you hurt Steph,” Beck said. “I don’t know if you’ve got some lingering hang-ups about me or what, but you’d damn well better figure it out because if you hurt her because of me, I’m going to jam my foot so far up your…”

Beck lost her train of thought as Porter suddenly got up, stormed over to his powerless console, yanked a tool kit out of a storage panel near the floor, and then charged into Beck’s office, forcing the doors closed behind himself.

“What’s with him?” Jones said.

“He doesn’t like it when mommy and daddy fight,” Russell said, his voice dripping with contemptuous sarcasm.

Beck shot one last glare at Morales, then headed into her office.

“Sure. Go chase loverboy,” Morales muttered.

Porter already had his tool kit spread out on Beck’s desk when she entered.

“With all due respect, could you go away?” he said tensely.

“Craig, I know it’s gotten ugly out there, but you can’t hide…”

“Why not? We all should be hiding right now. Just pick a corner and hole up there because we sure as hell can’t seem to stand being in the same room with each other.”

“There’s some tension, but we’re all hungry. We’re all tired. Once this is over, things will go back to the way they were.”

“Even before this they weren’t back to the way they were between us,” Porter said. “Yeah, we talked. We’re okay, but it’s not the same. It’s probably never going to be the same.”

“Maybe not, but…”

“I really just need to be alone right now.”

“Craig…”

“Please. Go.”

Beck paused for a moment, debating whether or not to push the issue. Finally, she decided to give Porter his space. “Okay. But I’ll be out here if you need to talk to someone,” she said, forcing the doors back open.

“…solve a case without banging a witness!”

“You just wait until I get you under my command!”

“You’re both under my command, so…”

“SHUT UP!”

“Assuming we don’t kill each other first,” Beck added before heading back out into the maelstrom.



LOCKDOWN PLUS 38 HOURS -



“UNEROOOGGHHNNNNKK.”

“Stop that!” Jones shouted.

“I can’t! I’m hungry!” Russell shot back.

“Drink more water!”

“Isn’t helping!”

“And we’re running out of Mister Sanis, so everyone stop drinking so much!” Morales said.

“You ordering me around now?” Beck said.

“I’m looking out for our resources.”

“That’s my job. I’m your commanding officer. NOTHING ELSE. I can monitor our supplies myself.”

“THEN DO IT!” Morales bellowed.

“I AM!”

“STOP SHOUTING!” Jones screamed.

“YOU FIRST!” Russell thundered. “All of you can…” He stopped, his head whipping back and forth. “What’s that smell?”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Jones demanded.

“That smell!” Russell said, jumping to his feet. He followed the aroma to Beck’s office door, which Porter was just forcing open. On the small coffee table in the office sitting area there sat several plates of steak, pasta, and the like. Russell looked from them to Porter to them and finally back to Porter.

“You,” Russell said, grabbing Porter by the shoulders and pushing him back against the door frame. “You…magnificent bastard!” He planted a manic sloppy kiss on Porter’s forehead then charged past him into the office. Morales and Jones were at the door a moment later. Morales restrained himself, but Porter found himself on the receiving end of a long, passionate kiss from Jones, this one right on his lips.

“I…you…THANK YOU!” Jones cried, diving in after Russell and Morales as Beck strolled over as casually as she could manage considering the demands for sustenance coming from her insides.

“Fixed the replicator,” Porter said.

“I can see that. I thought you couldn’t, though.”

“I syphoned power from the padds in your office into the replicator system, then tricked the matter feed into believing the drill was over, so it would allow the replicator access to the stores again. The power won’t last forever, but it should get us through the night.”

“You know you just invalidated the drill,” she said.

“Do you care?” Porter replied.

“No. You may have just saved us all.”

“Somebody had to do something,” Porter said with a shrug. “Nothing like an unpleasant situation to turn a bunch of minor issues into a full-fledged war.”

“Minor issues? Is that what all this was about?”

“No,” Porter said solemnly.

“We all have a box inside,” Beck said. “It’s the place where we stuff all the things that get to us that normally aren’t worth starting a fight over, all the perceived slights against us that we know we can’t fix, and all the things we desperately don’t want others to know. We shove them away, so that we don’t damage friendships and relationships with those we love. Every single person in the universe is going to annoy you in some way or another, even the people closest to you. Most of the time, though, we have enough sense not to tell them about the things that don’t really matter or the things we know matter too much.”

“Things have been weird enough between me and you. I’m not ready for it to be weird with everybody.”

“Is that why you didn’t lash out at anybody?”

Porter smiled. “Guess my box was empty.”

“Lucky you,” Beck said, patting Porter on the shoulder then heading to the food.

“Yeah,” Porter said softly, looking over at the group of people he hoped were still his friends. “Lucky me.”



LOCKDOWN PLUS 48 HOURS -



Porter was awakened by a noise that just wouldn’t go away. Gradually, as his conscious mind returned to the forefront, he realized it was not so much a noise but a bunch of noises together:

The sounds of Ops.

The sounds of Ops with power!

He moved to get up, causing the chair supporting his legs to roll backwards and drop him unceremoniously onto the carpet. Porter didn’t care, though. He scrambled to his feet and rushed over to his console. All the displays were back. The station was still there.

Seconds later, the hologram of Fleet Admiral Ra’al reappeared.

“Good morning!” she said quite loudly. Morales and Russell both jolted in their bedrolls and sat up startled. Beck and Jones came tumbling out of Beck’s office a moment later. “Congratulations on successfully completing your drill. Have a good day.” And with that the hologram was gone.

“Successfully completing?” Porter asked. “I cheated.”

“They evidently don’t care,” Morales said.

“Maybe you’ll get one of those commendations for original thinking,” Russell said.

“Actually, I don’t think they ever cared,” Beck said. “This was never about a drill.”

“No offense, Captain, but can we leave now? I really need a shower,” Jones said.

“How about breakfast first?”

“I’m still pretty stuffed after last night,” Morales said. “I could use a few more hours of sleep, though. I was really out.”

“Full bellies; contented minds,” Porter said.

“I could eat,” Russell remarked.

“We’re all going. Together,” Beck said. “McBaughb’s. And it’s my treat.”

“What about Ops?” Morales asked.

“Beck to Auxiliary Control,” the captain said.

“Captain!” Lieutenant Mason’s voice replied, sounding surprised. “We…”

“Have you been running the station during this drill?” she asked, cutting him off.

“Um…well…”

“You can keep doing it for a while longer. Beck out.” She gestured toward the turbolift. “After you all.”

The five officers piled into the turbolift and immediately regretted it. The intermingling odors of five bodies that hadn’t showered in two days was creating interesting traveling conditions.

“Mall. Upper concourse,” Beck gasped.

The ride seemed to last an eternity, but finally the group was deposited on the upper concourse of Starfleet Square Mall. Before she even realized it was happening, Beck found herself letting out a sigh of relief. Freedom felt good.

But what was with all the shouting?

Following the sounds of the commotion, Beck and the others looked over the railing down to the lower concourse below where a man in the uniform of the Federation Marines was running for his life.

But this wasn’t just any marine.

It was Colonel Martin Lazlo, and he seemed to have no interest in obeying the demands to stop being shouting at him. Phaser blasts suddenly began wildly searing past him, slamming haphazardly into the walls, the decorative plants, and innocent mall patrons.

Finally, a shot found its target, nailing Lazlo in the back and sending him sprawling to the deck unconscious.

“Russell, what the hell are your people doing?” Beck demanded.

“I don’t know. I just got here.”

“They know better than to start firing indiscriminately like that. Those are civilians down…”

Lazlo’s pursuers ran into view. And oddly enough, they were civilians. Five of them to be exact, all wielding phaser rifles. One immediately set upon Lazlo, forcing his limp arms behind his back and securing his wrists with binders while the other four searched the area for other potential threats.

“That’s Krilik,” Porter said, recognizing the proprietor of the station’s Klingon formal wear shop.

“And Lelia Nessel. And Fargan Napul,” Jones said.

“What the hell are they doing?” Morales said.

“I think she already asked that,” Russell said, looking to Beck.

“I’d better ask again,” Beck said, leaning over the railing. “HEY!” she called.

The five armed civilians all whirled in their direction, weapons raised.

“WHAT ARE…”

“STOP!” Krilik said, stepping forward. “Remain where you are! You will be escorted to the Station Administrator.” Krilik pointed at three of his comrades, who nodded and rushed to the nearest turbolift.

“Krilik, I don’t know what the hell’s been going on around here for the last couple of days, but unless I missed a memo, I’m still in command around here.”

The turbolift behind Beck and her staff opened allowing the three armed civilians to race out, rifles trained on the Starfleet Officers.

“You will be escorted to the Station Administrator,” Krilik repeated.

“Guess we should have stayed in Ops,” Porter muttered.

“NO!” Beck, Morales, Jones, and Russell shouted reflexively.

Beck looked over at the gunmen menacing them and put her hands in the air. “Frankly, Craig, after the last forty-eight hours, even this is an improvement.”



TO BE CONTINUED…




Town Hall



All things considered, Captain Lisa Beck thought as she walked along the concourse of Starfleet Square Mall, everything on board Waystation looked relatively normal.

Well, everything except the guys walking behind her aiming phaser rifles at her and the rest of the station command crew.

She’d briefly considered the notion that she and her officers had somehow exited their 48 hours lockdown in Ops into a parallel universe, but rejected it out of hand. Parallel universes usually seemed to involve radical changes in decor and wardrobe, none of which she had seen thus far. What she had seen was the residents of Waystation going about their regular daily business as though nothing were amiss.

That and Colonel Martin Lazlo of the Federation Marines being chased down and shot in the back by members of the civilian militia (if that’s what they were) that were now escorting Beck, Commander Walter Morales, Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter, Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell, and Yeoman Tina Jones to see the “Station Administrator,” whoever that was (Beck was under the impression that SHE was the Station Administrator, but evidently someone else had other ideas).

What she hadn’t seen so far was any members of her Starfleet crew. This was more than a little disconcerting. She wanted to act, to take down the their armed escorts and regain control of her station. But before she could do any of that, she knew it would also help to not be on the business end of a phaser rifle.

So she would bide her time and wait to see this so-called Station Administrator. Then she would get her questions answered (if this person wanted to live). Where was her crew? Why was Lazlo chased down and shot? And most importantly…

WHAT THE HELL WAS GOING ON???

It was time to get some answers.



48 HOURS EARLIER -



“Next time, your ass can evacuate itself!”

“It will!” Richard Theroll, head of the Waystation Residents’ Council, shouted, turning back to Captain Beck. He’d been executing a fairly effective storming-out-of-her-office maneuver, but then he just had to respond to her, didn’t he? Now he’d managed to ruin the entire tone of his departure with that ridiculous retort. But then, judging by the look on Beck’s face, she wasn’t all that pleased with her remark either.

“I’ll pretend you didn’t say that, if you’ll do the same for me,” Beck said after a few moments of silent glaring.

“Agreed,” Theroll replied quickly. He turned on his heel and exited the office, cutting his losses.

“Productive meeting?” Craig Porter, the station’s Operations and Science Officer, asked as Theroll headed to the turbolift. Theroll shot Porter a quick glance, trying to decide if he was being mocked or not. Porter was in the Society for Creative Anachronisms group that Theroll headed, so they had something of relationship. Of course, that relationship consisted mostly of sword fights. While Porter was fast, he lacked tactics and, more importantly, long arms. Theroll had bested him every time they had gone up against each other. That could certainly be enough cause for Porter to resent him, but there was nothing definitive in his voice to indicate… Why was he analyzing two words this much? He was just worked up after talking to Beck. That was probably it.

He decided to go with the non-committal grunt and stepped into the turbolift, ordering it to his quarters in the lower saucer. The lift began its descent, giving Theroll time to ruminate on his meeting-gone-wrong. He liked to ruminate. He liked the sound of the word, at any rate. He’d picked it up a couple of weeks ago from a Vulcan who was in his office filing an application to start an agricultural research colony on an uninhabited Class M world a few light years away from the station. It was a good word. Dignified. Theroll had managed to slip it into at least three conversations at work in his day job at the Waystation branch of the Federation Colony Administration Bureau. He should have tried to use it in his talk with Captain Beck. Maybe the presence of such a classy term would have helped prevent their meeting from disintegrating.

Who was he kidding? That meeting was doomed from the moment he walked into Beck’s office. His first mistake was allowing it to be held in Beck’s office at all. She was on her home turf, sitting on her throne, lording over her underlings from her tower of Ops. He should have made her come to him. He was the duly elected head of the Waystation Residents’ Council, after all, and there were 10 civilians for every 1 Starfleet Officer on board. He had the numbers, but she was the one with all the power.

Or so she thought.

And that was really the whole problem, wasn’t it? As long as Beck thought that she had all of the power on Waystation, she could continue ignoring Theroll, the WRC, the Waystation Merchants’ Association, and anyone else she felt like ignoring. Well, if she thought that he was just to let her dictate terms to him, she was very mistaken. It was high time that someone explained to her that Starfleet existed to serve the citizens of the Federation and not vice versa, and that someone was going to be him.

“Computer,” he said determinedly. “Stop this thing and take me back to Ops.”

“Unable to comply,” the computer replied.

“What do you mean unable to comply? Why can’t you comply?”

“Ops is inaccessible due to lockdown.”

“Lockdown? What the hell is a lockdown?” Theroll demanded. The light dawned. “Oh, I get it. Beck knew I’d be back to confront her and took steps to stop me from coming back up there. Just who does Beck think she is?”

“Captain Lisa Beck is the commanding officer of Waystation,” the computer said.

“You would be on her side,” Theroll spat. “Put me through to her office.”

“Unable to comply.”

“I’m not asking you to take me there. Just put a comm through to Beck.”

“Unable to comply.”

“Because of the lockdown?”

“Affirmative.”

“Ohhhh no. She’s not getting away from me that easily. Just who does she think is in charge around here?”

“Waystation command functions have been rerouted to auxiliary control for the duration of the lockdown,” the computer said.

“But Beck isn’t in auxiliary control. I just left her. She’s still in Ops, isn’t she?”

“Affirmative.”

Theroll scratched his chin, thinking this over. “Beck is in Ops?”

“Affirmative.”

“But station command has been transferred to auxiliary control?”

“Affirmative.”

“So auxiliary control is in command of the station?”

“Affirmative,” the computer said again. Was its voice actually starting to sound a bit testy? Theroll pushed the question out of his mind and asked a more important one: What did this mean? Why was the station now being run from auxiliary control if Beck was still in Ops? Was this lockdown due to something serious? Were they in danger? And why was no one telling him anything?

“Computer, can you take me to auxiliary control?”

“Affirmative.”

“Then let’s go.”

It was time to get some answers.



Colonel Martin Lazlo was never quite comfortable with the idea of having an office. On the one hand, he understood that he needed a place to deal with the inevitable administrative crap that came along with his position of authority, and there was the status factor. He had an office, and his underlings didn’t. It was another way of pointing out who was in charge around here…not that there was any doubt. On the other hand, he was a marine at heart and wanted to be in the field with his troops. He didn’t belong in this room behind a desk. He should be on the surface of an alien world, blasting hostiles into tiny little bits using the fantastic arsenal at his disposal. No, he didn’t belong in an office. He belonged on a mission.

Of course, it’d help if he actually had a mission.

He and his company of marines had been stuck on Waystation for months now with almost nothing to do. No colonies were under attack. No aggressive species were attempting to overrun the station. Nothing.

So they had trained and drilled and run simulations. Over and over and over again. The night before he’d even rousted his troops out of bed when they were least expecting it for more drills.

He was doing what he could to keep his people sharp and at combat readiness, but they needed field experience.

Surely there was some galactic crisis somewhere that they could go help resolve with superior firepower.

But, sitting at his desk that morning before he headed off for yet another drill, Lazlo couldn’t find a single hot-spot in the region listed in the daily situation report from headquarters. In seven short years Waystation had gone from the untamed frontier in the middle of nowhere to a domesticated stopover…in the middle of nowhere. There were still threats out there, though. Lazlo was sure of it. The Collectors’ invasion wasn’t that long ago, but the thousands of civilians on the station acted like they were living in the safest place in the galaxy. And the Starfleet types weren’t much better. To hear them tell it, Captain Beck had stopped the Collectors and opened relations with the Multeks single-handedly. With Beck around, they were invulnerable. They had no clue what the reality of the universe was, but Lazlo knew. He knew that he and his marines were the only ones standing between Waystation and defeat at the hands of an alien conqueror race. They had to stay sharp. They had to remain vigilant.

They had to get a mission!

This sitting around was driving him crazy.

“Colonel Lazlo?”

“WHAT?” Lazlo bellowed at the source of the interruption, Sergeant Rick Kyle, his executive assistant.

“Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal just commed. Everyone is waiting in the rec deck,” Kyle replied, completely nonplused by Lazlo’s shouting. The man did enough of it that Kyle had long since stopped caring.

“Fine. I’ll be there in a minute,” Lazlo said.

“What are you looking at?” Kyle asked, stepping around the desk uninvited to peer over Lazlo’s shoulder. “Oh. That. Looks like another quiet day in the neighborhood.”

“That not something to be happy about, Kyle,” Lazlo grumbled.

“Sure it is. It means we’re doing our jobs. The Federation is secure. Peace reigns for another day.”

“Blah blah blah,” Lazlo said. “It’s too quiet. That’s dangerous…and just wrong.”

“I’m sure it’s a Starfleet conspiracy to keep you out of action, sir,” Kyle said, rolling his eyes as he strolled back toward the door. Lazlo didn’t pay any attention to his subordinate’s departure. His mind had already latched onto something that Kyle had said.

Starfleet! If Federation Marine HQ didn’t have anything for him, there was always the chance, albeit small, that Starfleet knew of a situation in the region. Or at the very least Beck and her staff may have found some planet in their surveys worth using for maneuvers. This meant he’d have to deal with whatever crap Beck and her staff felt like shoveling his way when he commed them, but maybe, for once, they’d behave like something resembling professionals and just give him the information he wanted.

“Lazlo to Beck,” he said.

“Captain Beck is unavailable at this time,” the computer replied.

“What do you mean she’s unavailable?” Lazlo demanded. “She’s on the station, isn’t she?”

“Captain Beck is in Ops.”

“Then put me through to her!”

“Unable to comply.”

“Why the hell not?”

“Captain Beck is unavailable while Ops is at lockdown status.”

Lazlo practically leapt out of his chair. “Lockdown! Are we under attack? Why aren’t we at red alert? Get me through to somebody up there. Where’s Morales? Where’s Russell?”

“Please limit yourself to a single query.”

“Don’t get smart with me!”

“Unable to comply.”

“ARE WE UNDER ATTACK!”

“Negative,” the computer replied.

“That’s all you had to say. Now where is Commander Morales?”

“Commander Morales is in Ops.”

“Fine. Where is Russell?”

“Lieutenant Commander Russell is in Ops.”

“What about Porter?”

“Lieutenant Commander Porter is in Ops.”

“And they are in lockdown status?” Lazlo asked.

“Affirmative.”

“So how are we supposed to get in touch with them if we need a command decision? Not that I go to Beck for decisions, but you know what I mean.”

“Waystation command functions have been rerouted to auxiliary control for the duration of the lockdown.”

“But Beck isn’t there,” Lazlo said.

“Affirmative,” the computer said. Was it Lazlo’s imagination, or was there and unspoken “Duh!” in the computer’s voice?

Lazlo marched out of his office and into the outer office area where Kyle sat idly surfing the Federnet. “Tell O’Neal to start the drills without me. And then send everyone into the holodeck for combat simulations,” Lazlo ordered Kyle.

“Uh huh.”

Lazlo stormed out into the corridor and toward the turbolift, his mind racing with questions. What was this lockdown of Ops all about? And if Beck was there, who was in auxiliary control running things? Did that person have any business running things or had Beck been usurped? What the hell was going on around here?

It was time to get some answers.



Waystation’s auxiliary control center wasn’t one of those places that many people cared about. It was around in case of an emergency, but no one would consider it to be a highlight of a tour of the station, not that the station tours ever really went there anyway. Still, if anything was ever to happen to Ops (which wasn’t all that improbable considering that Ops was sitting on top of Waystation connected to the upper saucer by only a tube containing the turbolift shaft, a jefferies tube, and a bunch of conduit), auxiliary control would take over from its position of relative safety nestled in the lower saucer.

Richard Theroll was fairly certain that he’d never been to auxiliary control, not that he ever would have had a reason to. However, considering that control of the station now resided in the hands of persons unknown inside this out-of-the-way room, he was starting to feel a bit indignant that Captain Beck had never offered to show him the place. He even went so far as to muster up some additional indignation for a hypothetical scenario in which he asked Beck to see auxiliary control, and she refused to take him. So it never actually happened. But he just knew she would refuse. She was that kind of Starfleet Officer.

Well, he was here now, whether she liked it or not, Theroll thought as he made his approach down the corridor toward the doors of auxiliary control. And whoever was inside had better show the head of the Waystation Resident’s Council the proper respect or…or…or he’d think of some kind of appropriate response. But he was not going to be pushed around by these Starfleet types anymore.

“Get out of my way!” a voice demanded as a strong arm roughly shoved Theroll into the corridor wall. Theroll saw a blue-uniformed Federation Marine stride past him, charging straight toward auxiliary control.

Theroll said the first thing that came to mind. “Stop right there!”

The marine whipped around revealing the face of Colonel Martin Lazlo. And he looked pissed. Theroll resisted the urge to run away as Lazlo stalked over to him. Oh, if only he had a blade on him right now.

“WHAT DID YOU SAY?” Lazlo bellowing in a tone that had reduced more than one marine recruit to a blurbling pile of tears.

“I…I…” Theroll stammered. Quick. Pull yourself together! This man has no authority on this station. Stand up to him. “I told you to stop,” Theroll said, straightening his posture.

“And who the hell are you to tell me anything?”

“Richard Theroll. President of the WRC.”

“What in the hell is the WRC? And why do I care?”

“We are the Waystation Residents’ Council, and you should care quite a bit, considering that you are here to serve and protect us!”

“You’re damn right I protect you civilians,” Lazlo said, putting an incredible amount of disdain into his pronunciation of “civilians.” “But the day I take orders from one of you is the day…it’s a day that isn’t happening! EVER! Now I’ve got things to do. Get lost.”

“You’re running auxiliary control then,” Theroll said.

“Not yet, but I’m going to find out who is,” Lazlo snapped, turning back toward the door. Theroll suddenly rushed past him and hit the door control.

Nothing happened.

“Get out of the way,” Lazlo ordered, grabbing Theroll and yanking him back. He tried the door control.

Again, nothing happened.

“HEY! YOU IN THERE! OPEN THIS DOOR RIGHT NOW!” Lazlo demanded, shouting at the top of his lungs.

After a few more seconds of nothing, Theroll stepped up and rang the door chime. Shortly after that, the door opened allowing a view of the decidedly underwhelming interior of auxiliary control, an austere grey room with a cluster of consoles and a relatively small viewscreen on one wall.

The door opener was Lieutenant Oliver Mason, not that Theroll or Lazlo had any clue who the junior officer facing them was.

“Who’s in charge here?” Lazlo and Theroll demanded, craning their necks to see who else was present. Theroll recognized a couple members of the Security staff among the four other officers in view, but that was it.

“I am,” Mason said. “May I help you?”

“What the hell is going on?” Lazlo said before Theroll could get a word out. “What the hell is this lockdown?”

“It’s a drill,” Mason explained. “Captain Beck and the command crew will remain in Ops for the next 48 hours without contact with the rest of the station.”

“48 hours!” Theroll exclaimed. “You’re telling me that this entire station is in the hands of a lieutenant for the next two days!”

“Several lieutenants, but yes,” Mason said. “We have it under control.”

Lazlo snorted. “This is ridiculous. There’s no way I’m going to stand by while Beck’s flunkies get us all killed. Move aside.”

“What do you think you’re doing?” Theroll said.

“I’m assuming command,” Lazlo said.

“You most certainly are not!” Theroll exclaimed. “The WRC is not just going to stand by while you carry out some kind of military coup!”

“This isn’t a coup. I am putting someone with command experience and authority in charge of this station instead of these…”

“You’re putting yourself in charge!” Theroll interrupted.

“Who else has my experience and authority?”

“Let’s put it to a vote. My 4000 civilians against your hundred or so marines. Guess who’ll win?”

“Um…actually, I’m going to stay in charge,” Mason said.

“Says who?” Lazlo snapped.

“Fleet Admiral Ra’al.”

“She isn’t here. But I am,” Lazlo said, stepping forward. “Now get out of my…AAAUUGGGGH!” As he reached the open doorway, Lazlo was smacked back by a force field.

“You’re not authorized to be in auxiliary control,” Mason said, struggling to keep a smile from breaking out across his face. “Neither of you are.”

“You can’t keep me out!” Theroll said. He started to step forward, but thought better of it. “I am the President of the Waystation Residents’ Council! You serve us!”

“You’ll have to take that up with Fleet Admiral Ra’al,” Mason said. “If she wants to change her orders, I’ll be right here.” With that, Mason closed the door.

Theroll balled his fists, fuming impotently at the closed door in front of him as a dazed Lazlo wobbly got back on his feet.

“You haven’t heard the end of this!” Theroll shouted.

“Damn right they haven’t,” Lazlo said.

Right then, the seeds of an alliance could have been planted. The WRC and the Federation Marines working together to teach Beck’s subordinates a lesson they would never forget.

Instead, Theroll and Lazlo glared at each other, then marched off down the corridor.



“We’re facing a crisis, ladies and gentlemen,” Colonel Lazlo stated, pacing in front of his gathered troops in the marines’ rec room/training center. Lazlo was completely focused on his speech at that moment, or he might have noticed that the gathering before him was barely remaining standing. Of course, no sleep, drills, and a combat simulation all before lunch tended to wear a person down. Still, a few marines exchanged surprised yet fatigued glances that they’d been addressed as “ladies and gentlemen” rather than Lazlo’s usual endearments of “maggots” and the like.

“A crisis of leadership!” Lazlo continued. “A crisis of order! And this crisis has put the lives of every single man, woman, child, and what have you in jeopardy! Once again, Starfleet has abdicated its responsibilities and left us as the only line of defense against whatever horrors the galaxy has in store. Do any of you know who is in command of this station at this moment? Do you?”

Normally at this point, Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges would have piped up that Captain Beck was in charge. As Beck’s best friend since childhood, she tended to know little bits of trivia like that. Also, she was more than happy to defend Beck against Lazlo’s rantings. On this particular occasion, though, Hodges was discovering that she’d developed the ability to sleep standing up, and, therefore, did not raise her voice in protest.

“A Starfleet lieutenant! That’s who!” Lazlo said when no response to his question came, not that he’d really been inviting one. “And the so-called Command Crew is nowhere to be found. They’re completely cut off for the next two days. Two days! Are we to sit back and just hope for the best during that time? NO! We have a duty to secure and protect Federation interests, but, as of right now, Waystation is incredibly insecure! It’s time to act! Alpha and Bravo teams, you’re with me!”

This last statement was met by a startled chorus of “Wha? Huh?”

“We’ll be securing auxiliary control. Teams Charlie and Delta will secure the upper and lower saucer engineering sections. Echo and Foxtrot will take the station security office and begin patrols of the mall. Civilians are to be assured that the situation is under control.”

“What about Starfleet?” Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal asked.

“They’re not likely to understand the necessity of our actions,” Lazlo replied. “They’re all too blindly loyal to Beck. I want them detained and confined to quarters.” He suddenly pointed at Hodges. “Her, too.”

Hodges didn’t move. Lazlo frowned and stalked over to her. After a few moments of looking her over, he came to a conclusion.

“WAKE UP!” he shouted, sending Hodges tumbling backwards.

“What was that for?” she said.

“My amusement,” Lazlo replied before turning back to O’Neal. “Get her out of here. Everyone else, gear up!”

The marines responded with a decidedly unenthusiastic “Yes, sir,” then headed off to their supply lockers with Lazlo barking orders behind them. O’Neal, meanwhile, locked a firm grip on Hodges’ arm.

“What’s going on?” Hodges demanded.

“You’re being confined to quarters.”

“For sleeping?”

“Um…yeah. Sure.”

“What’d I miss?”

“Nothing.”

“Don’t give me that. Something is going on!”

“Nothing that concerns you.”

“But I’m being confined to quarters because of it.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You might as well have.”

“But I didn’t.”

“Come on. You can tell me.”

“The colonel doesn’t trust you.”

“About what? Does he think I’m going to run off and tell Lisa something…”

O’Neal bit his lip. “Ummmm…”

“That’s it!”

“No, it isn’t.”

“What doesn’t he want her to know?”

“I’m not talking.”

“It’s bad, isn’t it! If you don’t tell me, I’m going to tell her something’s up and to watch out for Lazlo. That will be more than enough to head him off.”

“You can’t talk to her,” O’Neal said.

“Oh yeah!”

“Yeah. She isn’t around.”

“What do you mean she isn’t around?” Hodges asked.

“I mean she’s not around.”

“Well, Walter will…”

“He’s not around either. None of them are.”

“What are you talking about? I saw him an hour ago.”

“They’re not available. Any of them.”

“Any of who? What did Colonel Lazlo do? If he…”

ZAAAAP!

Hodges became dead weight in O’Neal’s grasp and dropped to the deck unconscious.

“I said confine her to quarters, not engage in small talk,” Lazlo said, holstering his phaser as he stood in the doorway.

“Yes, sir,” O’Neal said, scooping up Hodges’ body before taking her out of the training room.



Technically, Theroll was due at work now, but he knew there was no way he could concentrate at the level necessary to handle the details of the colony administration office after what he’d been through this morning. It was bad enough that Beck had left a junior officer in charge of the entire station while she was in some kind of drill that she hadn’t informed anyone in the WRC about, but now that marine was involved in the situation. Station scuttlebutt was (scuttlebutt. Now there was another word that Theroll didn’t work into conversations often enough) that Colonel Lazlo had staged a takeover of Waystation within the first year or two of the place opening. It was well before Theroll’s arrival, but he had no reason to doubt the story. Obviously the takeover failed, and, as far as Theroll was aware, the marines had stayed in their place ever since.

But he had seen the look on Lazlo’s face. The man didn’t like Starfleet and Beck in particular, and he saw this lockdown as his opportunity to take charge again. Theroll just knew it.

That couldn’t happen. Starfleet had its faults, but it was better than the alternative. Life under the Federation Marines would be constant martial law. Someone had to step in, and Theroll knew just the person: President Bradley Dillon.

That plan evaporated less than thirty seconds later when Theroll was informed by a pleasant woman on Bradley’s staff that the president was off the station and would remain so for the next few days. Just as well. President Dillon was one of the issues the WRC had concerns about anyway. His presence on board was a danger and… This wasn’t the time to think about that. There was a more pressing danger to deal with. Lazlo probably wouldn’t wait long to act, so Theroll had to be quick. Starfleet needed to be warned.

He rushed into the station security office in Starfleet Square Mall, where Lieutenant Mike Waits sat at the main desk watching the views from various security cameras around the station flash by on the monitor on the desk console. This wasn’t actually part of Waits’ job description. The computer was capable of processing the views of all of the cameras at the same time, looking for any overt signs of suspicious activity. But, to put it bluntly, Waits was bored, so, to stave off complete mental shut down, he was scrolling through the views. Theroll’s entrance had Waits on his feet in a flash.

“Can I help you, Mister Theroll?” he asked eagerly. Waits was another member of the creative anachronisms group. He didn’t seem all that interested in the pomp and circumstance of Medieval culture. He was basically just there to swing a sword at people. A waste really, but at least Theroll was now dealing with someone he knew as opposed to a Starfleet Officer who wouldn’t be inclined to listen to him.

“You can help us all,” Theroll said.

Waits looked past Theroll for any sign of this “all” he had mentioned. “And how many of you are there today?” he asked, this time far more hesitantly.

“Everyone on the station!” Theroll exclaimed.

“Oh! THAT all of us.

“Yes, that all of us. What did you think I meant?”

“I’m sorry. It’s just…well, you never know with people around here. The other day we had this Bajoran come in here claiming that she was being stalked by a bunch of Cardassian spies. Vole spies. We don’t even have voles on the station, much less ones that have been trained by whatever’s left of the Obsidian Order. I tried to explain…”

“Lieutenant Waits, we don’t have time for this,” Theroll said. “If you don’t do something soon, the Federation Marines are going to take control of this station!

Waits looked ready to charge into action then stopped himself, looking at Theroll skeptically. “Er…what makes you think that they would…I mean…”

“I was there okay!” Theroll snapped. “Colonel Lazlo and I went down to auxiliary control a little bit ago, and he practically threatened that poor officer running things down there. You can comm him and ask him. The officer, I mean. You may think I’m exaggerating, but you didn’t see Lazlo’s face.”

“He makes a lot of faces,” Waits said. “Most of them angry, but he doesn’t try to take over the station.”

“Maybe when Captain Beck is around, but she’s in this lockdown.”

“Yes, but even so Colonel Lazlo wouldn’t…” Waits trailed off uncertain, sat back down at the desk, and started scrolling through the camera views of the Federation Marine complex. Nothing. Nothing. Nothing. Colonel Lazlo lecturing his troops. Waits moved to activate the audio.

“…Charlie and Delta will secure the upper and lower saucer engineering sections. Echo and Foxtrot will take the station security office and begin patrols of the mall. Civilians are to be assured that the situation is under control.”

“He’s serious!” Waits cried, leaping back up from his seat. “And they’re coming! I’ve gotta go!” He slapped his commbadge as he ran down the corridor leading to the rear of the security complex. “Waits to all officers. We are under attack! I repeat, we are under attack!” He ducked into a room to the left and emerged a few moments later with a phaser rifle. “I know there’s nobody out there! The attackers are in here! Just look out for the marines!”

Waits dashed past Theroll and charged out into the mall as a flood of Starfleet officers flowed in, went back to the room down the corridor, then stormed out after Waits. Theroll smiled to himself. This was how things should be. With Beck in charge, though…well, with Beck in charge, he never would have gotten Security to do anything. As it stood, though, Lieutenant Waits had listened to his concerns and leapt into action with commendable speed. This just proved that Starfleet and the WRC could work together for the common good of Waystation. Now if only it could be like this all the time.

Actually, now that he ruminated about it, this proved that Starfleet could work effectively FOR the WRC. What was Starfleet doing running Waystation anyway? The station had long since stopped being a sparsely-populated distant outpost surrounded by potentially hostile species (no matter what Starfleet and the Federation Marines liked to believe). Waystation had thousands of people on board, most of them civilians. It was a hub for travel and commerce as well as the central administration site for colonies across the region. Keeping it under de facto martial law was senseless, but it was pretty obvious that Starfleet was going to hang onto the governance of the station until someone forced it from them.

Colonel Lazlo and his marines were taking their shot right now.

But Starfleet was about to find out they were looking in the wrong direction.



It was such a simple plan. March down to auxiliary control, take it over, and restore command of the station to a legitimate authority…namely himself. How did it get so screwed up so fast? Actually, the more important question was how did Starfleet find out in the first place? Colonel Lazlo eyed the contingent of armed Starfleet officers positioned at the end of the corridor in front of the door to auxiliary control and considered the problem. Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges was an obvious suspect, but he’d shot her himself. With the stun blast at that setting, she wasn’t liable to be waking up until dinner time. She couldn’t have been the one.

There was that officer inside auxiliary control. Maybe Lazlo rattled him so much that he called for extra support. That made a lot more sense than Hodges magically waking up, overriding the comm lockout Lazlo had slapped on her quarters, and filling Starfleet in. But on the other hand, Beck’s lackey in there had seemed so damn smug when Lazlo was threatening him earlier. Lazlo wasn’t much of a student of psychology except when it came to battle tactics, but he was fairly sure that twit behind the force field felt pretty secure in his surroundings.

“This is Ensign Shust, Waystation Security!” one of the officers at the end of the corridor called out. “We are considering your actions to be hostile and will respond with extreme force if you do not stand down! Do you hear me, Colonel? Stand down!”

“What are you doing?” another officer beside Shust exclaimed, dragging Shust down by the uniform sleeve. “You’re going to antagonize him.”

“He’s got twenty marines over there. He’s antagonizing us!”

“Well, you don’t have to make it worse.”

“Shut up, Jacob.”

“I will not,” Ensign Jacob said defiantly as he stood to address their adversary. “Colonel Lazlo,” he called out. “This really isn’t a course of action that’s going to end well. Why don’t you send your troops back to their quarters, and you can discuss your grievances with the acting commander.”

Lazlo, meanwhile, ignored the prattle and continued to track down the leak. If the maggot inside auxiliary control was really as smug as he appeared, he wouldn’t call for backup. There were other people in there, though. One of them could…

“O’Neal to Lazlo!” Lazlo’s comm barked suddenly.

“What is it?” Lazlo snapped, irritated that his train of thought had been broken.

“We just entered the mall, sir. Starfleet is everywhere! Do we engage?”

The mall, too? How could Starfleet know that unless they’d heard his briefing? Which they could have done if they’d been alerted that he was planning something, which someone in auxiliary control could have checked on through the damn security cameras mounted everywhere. He really needed to have the marines’ deck swept for observation devices. That was his deck and he’d secure it himself. No more Starfleet surveillance.

“Colonel?” Ensign Jacob called.

“Stand down!” Shust shouted.

This surveillance thing was really gnawing at Lazlo. It was time to shut it down at the source: the Security office in the mall. It’d be best to get a first-hand look at the tactical situation there anyway.

“Do we engage?” O’Neal’s voice repeated urgently.

“Take them down!” Lazlo ordered, slapping the comm channel closed.

“What?” the marines and Starfleet officers all exclaimed.

“You heard me. TAKE THEM DOWN!” he bellowed before striding away toward the turbolift.

The marines and Starfleet officers, separated by a mere ten meters of empty corridor, tensed, each waiting for the other to make the first move.

“Aw hell with it,” Shust muttered finally, bringing his phaser rifle, the biggest one the armory had to offer, to bear and pressing the firing control. In an instant, the corridor was flooded with the blasting of energy weapons.



Lazlo left the warzone in front of auxiliary control, took a quiet turbolift ride up the connecting tube to from the lower saucer to the lower mall level in the upper saucer, and emerged into a new warzone. His marines had constructed a makeshift barricade using benches, trashcans, potted plants, and whatever else they could grab and were holding off a scattering of Starfleet officers, each of whom were ensconced behind their own makeshift barriers. Unconcerned about the phaser blasted searing by him, Lazlo strode over to the barricade and leapt inside.

“O’NEAL!” he shouted.

“Yes, sir!” O’Neal replied smartly, jogging over to his commanding officer.

“Status.”

“They were waiting for us, sir. It’s like they knew we were coming.”

“They DID KNOW we were coming!” Lazlo shot back.

“How?” O’Neal asked in shock.

“I’m going to take care of it,” Lazlo said. “You deal with Starfleet.”

“Yes, sir!” O’Neal replied, snapping to attention as Lazlo whipped out his hand phaser and vaulted back over the barricade. Immediately, the Starfleet officers sent a barrage of fire in his direction. He dodged, ducking around the rear of the marines’ enclosing barricade. There wasn’t a single Starfleet officer on this side, which meant…he could just stroll around the circular mall until he came up behind…

Idiots. They were all idiots…on both sides.

Letting out a low growl, Lazlo walked around the mall concourse until he reached the Waystation security office. The completely unguarded Waystation security office, he noted. Suddenly a Nausicaan civilian barreled past him out of the office carrying a phaser rifle. What the hell was a civilian doing with a weapon? Not even Starfleet was that stupid.

He strode inside to get to the bottom of things…

…and found Richard Theroll sitting imperiously at the main security desk as another three civilians carrying phaser rifles rushed out of the Starfleet armory located down the corridor. Upon seeing Lazlo, they stopped and looked at Theroll for some sign of what to do next. Lazlo turned on Theroll and shouted the first question that came to mind.

“Who the hell are you?”

“Excuse me?” Theroll said, taken aback.

“I said…”

“I heard what you said, but…you don’t remember me? I’m Richard Theroll.”

“Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

“We were at auxiliary control together less than an hour ago!”

Lazlo frowned, thinking back. He went down there. Couldn’t get in. Hit a force field. And at some point he yelled at some annoying civilian. Honestly, he really didn’t give a damn who this guy was. He didn’t belong here.

“Get out,” Lazlo ordered.

“You can’t order me around. I’m not one of your marines,” Theroll replied.

“You aren’t Starfleet either. Get out.”

“Starfleet is busy at the moment. I have you to thank for that. Actually, I have you to thank for all of this. I might not have realized what I needed to do if you hadn’t pushed things along.”

“I don’t think you get how interested I’m not in all of this,” Lazlo said, aiming his phaser at Theroll’s face. “GET. OUT. I’m taking charge.”

Three phaser rifles were suddenly pointed at him. “I’ve already taken charge,” Theroll said, trying to not betray his nervousness at the weapon trained on his head. Yes, the marine colonel had three phaser rifles aimed at him, but he could still kill Theroll with one shot. He wouldn’t do that, though, would he? “You’re outnumbered, Colonel. The WRC has taken its rightful place running Waystation. With Starfleet occupied dealing with you, I was able to contact the core members of the WRC, and then they contacted other members, who contacted other members. It’s grassroots activism at it’s best! From this console, I’ve been able to give our members access to all of the station armories. We have control. You just need to accept the new order around here. Surrender now.” Theroll looked over at the three civilians backing him up. “Place the colonel under arrest.”

“We’ll see about that,” Lazlo said. He tensed as if to fire, then dashed out of the office before Theroll and the armed civilians could react. He would take this uppity civ down, but he wasn’t going to get shot in the process. Those morons probably didn’t know how to set their rifles to stun. He’d gather some of his troops and come back in force. Let the civ think he had the advantage for now. It’d make it all the more sweet when Lazlo and his marines…

Lazlo abandoned that particular thought as he spotted several rifle-toting civilians rushing along the upper concourse above him toward the sounds of the raging battle between Starfleet and his marines. It only took him an instant to realize what was about to happen.

He took off at a full run, dashing along the concourse until he could see the backs of the Starfleet officers exchanging fire with his people. The idiots! The complete morons! Didn’t they see what was happening right above them?

The armed civilians were lined up at the upper concourse railing, aiming their rifles downward and…

“UP THERE!” Lazlo screamed, waving his arms frantically. “LOOK UP…”

ZAAAP. ZAP. ZAP. ZAAAAAP.

The civilians opened fire, sending a rain of phaser fire down on both sides of the battle. Neither the Starfleet officers nor the marines realized what was happening until it was too late. The last marine standing (Private Copeland of all people) finally spotted the source of the incoming blasts and managed to get one stray shot off before he was dropped to the deck.

Lazlo watched the event unfold in stunned disbelief.

Then he got the hell out of there. Even with his training, he was not going to take out ten or so people who had the high ground.

He needed to get out of sight and fast. Then he could regroup, gather what forces he had left, and mount a counter-strike. None of that would be happening, though, if this Theroll got his hands on him. Lazlo might not have known his name before, but he knew it now. Oh did he know it now. Theroll was going to pay.

The one piece of luck in Lazlo’s favor at the moment was that he was standing practically right in front of safe harbor: the station infirmary.

He raced inside just as Waystation’s avian Chief Medical Officer, Dr. Diantha, was storming out of her office, her folded wings twitching to express her irritation. “It’s been ten minutes of this!” she shouted at Lazlo, who happened to be the only living soul in sight. “What is going on out there?” She stopped, waiting for a response, then cocked her head to the side, listening. “Ah. Well. I guess they have stopped. Never mind.” She turned to head back to her office, then paused and spun back toward Lazlo. “Did you need something?”

“We’ve got to get out of here,” Lazlo said, grabbing Diantha by the arm and yanking her toward her office.

The doctor ripped her arm back from Lazlo with surprising ease. “Why would I want to get out of here?”

“They’re going to be coming.”

“Who?”

“Didn’t you see what just happened out there?” Lazlo demanded.

“I believe I just explained that I didn’t when I asked you what was going on,” Diantha said. She stepped over to the Infirmary entrance and peered out into the concourse beyond, where pairs of civilians were picking up unconscious marines and Starfleet officers and dragging them toward the nearest turbolift. “Well, pluck me,” she muttered under her breath.

“It’s a mutiny,” Lazlo said, staying out of sight of the entrance. “We were so busy with each other that we didn’t see it coming.”

“Each other? Wait. Your marines were attacking us? You were trying to take over the station?”

“It doesn’t matter now.”

“Get back to my office.”

“Don’t start with me, you…”

“I’ve been spotted,” Diantha snapped. “Get back to my office. There’s a jefferies tube access hatch behind my desk. Get in there now! They’re coming.”

“I told you!” Lazlo said, waving an angry finger at her before running off.

Two armed civilians charged into the Infirmary a moment later. Diantha recognized one of them. She was one of the arboretum caretakers whom Diantha had treated for a rather nasty rash a few days earlier. Evidently the plant she’d been pruning didn’t enjoy the experience and struck back.

“Good morning,” Diantha said, with a stately bow of her head. “May I assist you?”

“You’re going to have to come with us,” the arboretum woman (What was her name again? Nessel? That was it.) said, unable to make eye contact with Diantha.

“And why is that?”

“It’s Mister Theroll’s orders. All Starfleet officers are to be confined to quarters until they accept civilian control of the station.”

“I don’t care who is in control of the station,” Diantha replied, much to the civilians’ surprise.

“You don’t?”

“I am a doctor. I am here to treat patients. I cannot do that from my quarters. You can tell this Mister Theroll that I will be remaining in the Infirmary. People will still need a doctor, even with him in control.”

“Um…I’ll have to talk to him and get back to you,” Nessel said.

“You do that.”

“It could be a little while, though. He’s busy seizing command of Waystation and putting down the last pockets of Starfleet and marine resistance.”

“That’s fine. I’m not going anywhere.”

“Thanks for your understanding, Doctor. And thanks for taking care of that rash for me! It cleared right up.”

“I’m glad I could help,” Diantha said, with a bow of her head before she turned and headed back to her office. Lazlo was nowhere to be seen and the jefferies tube access hatch behind her desk was properly sealed. At least he’d made his escape quietly without screwing things up for her. The last thing she wanted was to spend the next however long trapped in her quarters. With the matter settled for now, she sat down to work.



“Hey!” Corporal Sheppard shouted down the corridor from her hiding place behind a pile of her stunned comrades. “Are you still over there?”

“Yes!” Ensign Shust shouted from his behind his own barrier of stunned colleagues in front of the entrance to auxiliary control.

“I think we’re the only two still standing.”

“So?”

“So why don’t we just call it off?”

“No way. You just want me to get out from behind my cover, so you can shoot me.”

“Um…no, I don’t.”

“Yes, you do.”

“I’ll let you take me to dinner.”

“What?”

“If you come out and let me stun you, you can take me to dinner.”

“Are you asking me out on a date?”

“I’m offering you a date.”

“I can get dates myself, thank you very much.”

“Not with me.”

“I’ve never asked you.”

“And why not? I’m a lot of fun!”

“We just met!”

“Yeah. So don’t you want to get to know me better?” Sheppard asked.

“Not if you’re going to shoot me first!”

“It’s not like it’s going to hurt.”

“I don’t even know what you look like.”

“I’m really cute. And fit. Marine training does wonders for the figure. You should see me.”

“Well, I can’t behind all those bodies.”

“Fine,” Sheppard said, standing up and doing a little twirl to show herself off. “What do you think of…”

ZAAAAP.

Shust sprung up from behind his cover and did a little victory dance as Sheppard collapsed the deck. “Ha! Gotcha!” he cried, pointing at her fallen body. Hmm…she was pretty cute. Once this was all over he’d…

ZAAAAAP.

A blast from out of nowhere (at least as far as Shust was concerned) slammed into him, dropping him to the deck beside Sheppard. “Hmmm…cute couple,” Sutrea Gral, a waitress at the Double D Diner, remarked as she stepped over the unconscious pair, food tray in hand as her companion, an armed Double D busboy who had just shot Shust, ducked back out of site around the corner. Sutrea approached the door to auxiliary control and rang the door chime. Lieutenant Mason opened the door a few moments later, the force field still in place to block the entrance. He peered past Sutrea at the carnage in the corridor.

“Is it over?”

“I think so,” Sutrea said. “I was told to bring you folks some lunch, compliments of the Double D. Thank you for defending us from those marines.”

“Just part of the job, ma’am,” Mason said.

“Stop flirting and get us the food!” Lieutenant Laru Hassna shouted from behind him.

“Thank you,” Mason said, deactivating the force field. “We really appreciate the thought.” Sutrea sauntered inside, put the tray of covered plates down on top of a console, then snatched two hand phasers out of her pockets and aimed them at Mason and Laru as her busboy compatriot charged into auxiliary control to cover the other couple of Starfleet officers present.

“Nobody move!” Sutrea said.

“Does this mean you didn’t really bring food?” Mason asked.

“Of course I did. It’s on the tray.”

“Oh. Okay then.”



“We’re in auxiliary control,” Sutrea’s voice said over the comm. “What do you want us to do now?”

Theroll froze in his chair in the Waystation security office. They got in? He figured they would eventually, but not this soon. He didn’t actually know what they should do next. They really had complete control of the station now. All of it. Including all of those consoles in auxiliary control that ran things that he didn’t understand. “Er…tell whoever was running things down there that they’re running things for us now.”

“You don’t want us to put them in their quarters?”

“No. We’ll make use of their expertise, but stay there to guard them.”

“I’ve got a shift at the diner in a little while.”

“We’ll send someone to relieve you.”

“Okay. Bye.”

The comm channel closed, and Theroll immediately started laughing. He’d done it. Waystation was now being run by the WRC. The whole place was his! Now it was time to show everyone that a civilian government could run Waystation just as well as Starfleet. In fact, with him in charge, it would be better!



There was a slight tapping behind Diantha coming from the general direction of the jefferies tube hatch in the wall of her office. Unfortunately, there was really only one explanation for that. After checking to make sure that no one out in the Infirmary was watching her at the moment, she casually reached back and opened the hatch a crack.

“Let me back in,” Colonel Lazlo demanded.

“I can’t do that,” Diantha said. “Go back to your own deck or something.”

“That’s what I was trying to do, but I can’t. I don’t have the access to open any of the hatches.”

“Hmmm…perhaps Starfleet revoked your security clearance when you started your takeover attempt. I can’t imagine why.”

“Are you going to let me in or not?”

“No.”

“Doctor,” Lazlo growled.

“In exchange for allowing me to remain at my post, armed guards, if that’s what you want to call a gardener and a jewelry salesman with guns, are stalking around the Infirmary.” She craned her neck and spotted Nessel and her co-guard. “Okay, so they’re not so much stalking as sitting on the floor playing cards, but my point stands.”

“So what am I supposed to do?” Lazlo demanded.

“Sit tight. I’ll see about getting you something to eat.”

“Hey now! You can’t…” Diantha shoved the hatch shut before Lazlo could finish his objection.



Station night was falling, and all the Starfleet officers and marines were nestled snugly in their quarters. Theroll knew that he couldn’t hold them captive forever, and really he didn’t want to. Surely after a few days they’d realize there was no use fighting against the established order. Once a little time had passed, Theroll would contact the Federation Council and explain the change of government to them as well. Starfleet would complain, and Federation Marine HQ would grumble a bit, but there would be no reason for the Federation to hand Waystation back over to them. Not when things were running so smoothly.



“Here you go,” Diantha said, quickly shoving a plate of food into the jefferies tube hatch.

“What the hell is this?” Lazlo snapped.

“Breakfast.”

“I know it’s breakfast! You said you were going to get me food hours ago! I had to sleep in here!”

“I wasn’t able to get back to you sooner. The guards took me to my quarters for the night then brought me back this morning.”

“That’s it. I’m getting out of here.”

“What will that accomplish?” Diantha asked.

“I can’t just sit here.”

“Just what do you think you’re going to do? Single-handedly retake the station? The WRC has a fairly firm grip on things now. They have weapons. They have auxiliary control. And most of the people on board, who are civilians mind you, don’t care. No one’s been hurt. Other than the lack of Starfleet and marine officers in the corridors and the mall, things are running just like they always have. Beyond that, they know you’re still around somewhere, and they’re looking for you. You need to stay out of sight.”

“For how long? Somebody has to do something about it, and it sure as hell doesn’t seem like you’re going to be that somebody. What about it, Starfleet? What’s your big plan?” Lazlo demanded.

“Um…we’re working on it.”

“Yeah right,” Lazlo muttered, shoving a bit of toast into his mouth as Diantha closed the hatch.



Some resistance to his new government wasn’t all that surprising. Theroll had even expected it…but from the Starfleet crew and the marines. Not from any of the civilian population. But here he was, staring down two civilian resisters as he sat in the newly-created reception hall of the equally-newly-created Waystation Center of Governance located in an empty storefront of the mall’s upper concourse.

“We will not betray Captain Beck,” Ih’mad said, exchanging a glance with Baughb beside him. The other Andorian nodded his agreement.

“It’s not a betrayal,” Theroll explained. “She’s not running the station anymore. I am. It’s happened before. Admiral Fonn…”

“Admiral Fonn was selected by Starfleet,” Ih’mad said.

“And Captain Beck was really running the place anyway,” Baughb said. “This isn’t anything like that! Starfleet didn’t send you, and we didn’t elect you.”

“Yes, you did. I’m President of the WRC! You elected me to that post,” Theroll said.

“But that didn’t include running the station,” Ih’mad snapped.

“Well, now it does.”

“If I had my flamethrower…”

“Ih’mad,” Baughb said, putting a hand on his friend and mentor’s arm to calm him as he kept a wary eye on the two men with phaser rifles flanking Theroll. Baughb seemed to remember them from Sandwich or What? but he wasn’t certain.

“I will never accept your leadership,” Ih’mad said firmly. “And neither will Baughb! Even if the rest of the Waystation Business Association joins you, we never will!”

Theroll fought back the surge of anger flooding his system. How dare they show him such outright defiance after everything he’d done for this station. His was the better way! Couldn’t they see that?

Evidently not.

But they would in time. Until then…

“Confine them both to their quarters,” Theroll ordered. “And put a watch on their employees. If any of them set foot near Ih’mad or Baughb’s quarters, they are to be arrested and confined as well.”

“Captain Beck will not stand for this,” Ih’mad said as two more civilian guards grabbed him and led him toward the door.

“It’s out of her hands,” Theroll called after the two Andorians. He then turned to Krilik, the proprietor of the Klingon formal wear shop who was quickly becoming his closest aide. “Have we found Colonel Lazlo yet?”

“No,” Krilik growled. “The Starfleet people claim they can’t detect him and none of us can prove otherwise.”

“And you’re sure we didn’t confine him to quarters already and not realize it? There are a lot of marines.”

“Perhaps.”

“Well, he’s staying out the way at least. As long as that keeps up, I don’t really care where he is.”



“Good morning, Colonel,” Dr. Diantha said as she passed another plate into the hatch behind her desk.

“You’ve left me in here for almost two days, and that’s all you have to say to me!” Lazlo hissed.

“Is there something else I should say?”

“Let’s start with WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON OUT THERE?”

“Keep your voice down!” Diantha snapped, looking quickly toward the door to make sure the civilians guarding her hadn’t heard.

“So nothing’s changed.”

“No,” Diantha said. “But Captain Beck and the rest of the command crew should be out of lockdown any time now.”

“Then she’s going to walk right into Theroll’s clutches!”

“Clutches?”

“You know what I mean! Somebody has to warn her!”

“We can’t,” Diantha said. “No one can get through until the lockdown is over. And even then…”

The hatch suddenly slammed open as Lazlo hit it with both boots. Before Diantha could react, the marine leapt out and shoved her aside, chair and all.

“Colonel, no!” she cried, but he was already out of her office, dashing past the two civilian guards, who were deep into their morning card game. They scrambled to their feet, fumbling for their phaser rifles as they called for backup.

Lazlo wasn’t concerned about that as he ran out into the mall proper. He didn’t plan to be there long enough for backup to be a factor. He just needed to made it to the nearest turbolift.

The Klingon and two humans running out of the security office, which happened to be just on the other side of the nearest turbolift, made him change his mind. He quickly altered course, running back past the two incompetent morons who were “guarding” the Infirmary, and took off down the mall concourse. With his marine training and level of fitness, he would easily out run these civies.

“Stop!” his pursuers all called repeatedly, their voices merging into a loud din that he was doing his best to ignore in favor of focusing on escape. Phaser blasts suddenly began wildly searing past him, slamming haphazardly into the walls, the decorative plants, and early morning mall patrons.

They were shooting at him? With all these people around? Were they crazy? With aim as bad as that, they were liable to…

Lazlo’s biting slam of their ability was abruptly cut off as a phaser blast slammed him instead.



BACK TO NOW -



“Didn’t something used to be here?” Captain Beck muttered to Yeoman Jones as they were ushered into a storefront on the mall’s upper concourse. Rather than holding a store, though, this location was now advertised as containing “The Waystation Center of Governance.”

“The Sale of the Centauri was due to move in a couple of weeks,” Jones replied. “I don’t think they’re going to be very happy about this.”

“They’re not going to be happy?” Beck asked.

“Well…yeah…I mean we’re not happy either, but I thought that was kind of a given considering…” She moved her head toward the armed guards walking behind them.

“I’ll give you that,” Beck said. The command crew was led past a series of cubicles into a large open area at the head of which was a long table where sat…

“Theroll,” Beck spat.

“It’s okay, Captain,” Theroll said, gesturing for her and her officers to sit in a group of chairs laid out in a semi-circle in front of his table. “I understand that you’re going to be resistant to this at first.”

“Resistant? To a mutiny? Gee, I can’t imagine why I’d be resistant to that!” she shot back, ignoring the proffered chair as Morales, Jones, and Porter stood beside her. Russell, who was about to sit down, stopped in mid-squat and rushed back over to his colleagues. “Where are my people?” she demanded.

“They’re fine,” Theroll replied. “No one has been hurt.”

“WHERE ARE THEY?”

“In their quarters…mostly. A few have been allowed to continue their duties when those duties are critical to the functioning of the station.”

“So Ih’mad’s waiters aren’t running engineering,” Porter said relieved.

“Actually, they’re also confined to quarters,” Theroll said. “They are having difficulties adjusting to the changes in the station’s command structure. I have to tell you, Captain, that I really don’t understand their problem. They’re all civilians. You’d think they’d be happy to see a civilian government established on Waystation. But, hopefully, once they’ve had some time to ruminate, they will come around. The same goes for Starfleet and the marines. You’ll all see that this just isn’t a big deal.”

“Seems pretty big to me. You took over my damn station!” Beck shouted.

“That’s your problem, Captain,” Theroll said, launching into the speech he’d been rehearsing for the inevitable moment when he’d have to explain himself to Waystation’s commanding officer…well, former commanding officer at any rate. “You see this place as your station and yours alone. Thousands of citizens of the United Federation of Planets live here, and they expect to live under Federation law, not Beck’s law. The military is used to unquestioned obedience and absolute authority. You do not consider the effects your decisions have on the ordinary citizens. This isn’t the dangerous frontier it used to be, and, as such, it’s time for Starfleet to step aside and let the people govern themselves. As the rightfully-elected President of the Waystation Residents’ Council, I speak for the people. I AM the people. I will lead them. And I will protect them from threats to their well-being.”

As if on cue, a Nausicaan lumbered in with Colonel Lazlo thrown over her shoulder and dumped the marine on the floor between Theroll and Beck’s group. Lazlo groaned and tried to get to his feet, but immediately collapsed back to the deck. Morales and Russell quickly moved to help Lazlo up.

“This is how I deal with threats, Captain,” Theroll said before turning his attention to the marine. “Colonel Lazlo, you have been found guilty of attempting to overthrow the established government of Waystation.”

“Established government? Starfleet was the established government!” Beck protested.

“Yes. That is the government he was attempting to overthrow.”

“So you’re punishing him for doing the exact same thing you did.”

“He was attempting to create a military dictatorship. I merely sped up the transition to the next natural form of government on this station. Now, Colonel, I have found you guilty of the charges I have just levied against you…”

“No…trial?” Lazlo said weakly.

“I tried you before you got here,” Theroll snapped. “And don’t interrupt me while I’m handing down the sentence!”

“You call this Federation law?” Beck said, stepping forward. “You can’t try a suspect in absentia! You can’t serve as judge and jury unless the accused agrees! You think he was going to set up a dictatorship? What do you call this?”

“THE WAY THINGS SHOULD BE!” Theroll thundered. “Look around, Beck. I have the people. I have the weapons. I have the STATION! Do you really want to challenge me?”

“Yes,” Beck said simply.

“Fine!” Theroll said, shoving the table forward and jumping up from his chair. “Bring me my swords!” he commanded.

“Huh?” Beck said.

“You wanted to challenge me, and I’m accepting,” Theroll said. “We’ll settle this as people of honor.”

“Oh Great Bird. Is this something Klingon?” Beck said.

“S.C.A.,” Porter said.

“Not helping.”

“Theroll runs the Society for Creative Anachronisms group on board.”

“Oh yeah. The sword fighting thing you do.”

“It’s more about chivalry and…yeah, it’s the sword fighting thing,” Porter said. “Don’t agree to this, Captain. Theroll’s the best swordsman in our group. You’ll be fighting on his terms.”

“Porter’s right,” Morales said. “I’ve been in this kind of situation before. It doesn’t end well.”

“I have, too,” Beck said. “I know exactly what I’m getting into.”

“You’re not sending me in for you again this time, are you?” Russell asked concerned.

“Come on, Sean. Theroll’s got to be easier than that Andorian woman was,” Porter said.

“You stay out of this!” Russell snapped.

“Are you ready, Beck?” Theroll said as a Bolian delivered a long black case to Theroll. He sat it on the table and opened it, revealing two long sabers nestled in red velvet lining. “Choose your weapon.”

“Is he serious?” Beck asked.

“Yes, he’s serious,” Porter replied. “If you want, I could…”

“No. I’ve got it,” Beck said, striding forward and grabbing a sword at random from the case. It was a sharp piece of metal with a handle. What was the point in being choosey?

“Damn you! You took Dulcinea! She won’t help you, though!” Theroll cried, yanking the other sword from the case and brandishing it at Beck.

On the other hand…

“Focus on your parries, and don’t over-extend yourself on the thrusts!” Porter called out as Beck raised her blade to face Theroll.

“Have at you!” Theroll cried, lunging forward.

Beck smacked his sword aside with hers and smashed him in the face with her left fist. Stunned, Theroll dropped his sword and grabbed his nose. Beck used the opening to toss her sword aside and follow-up with a solid right to the stomach that doubled Theroll over, then she dropped him the rest of the way to the deck with the patented Starfleet double-fisted slam to the back of his head. It was all over in about three seconds.

“Kill…her,” Theroll groaned to the civilians watching the proceedings. “Kill…”

“Nobody is killing anyone!” Beck said. “You got me?” The civilians present exchanged glances then nodded with a few “Yes, ma’am”s thrown into the mix. There was a sudden commotion at the entrance to the Center of Governance, followed by lots of shouting and demands for people to get down. Moments later, Lieutenant Waits and Dr. Diantha stormed into the room carrying phaser rifles and backed up by ten more Starfleet officers.

“Captain!” Diantha exclaimed. “We’re here to…” She trailed off as she surveyed the scene. “Oh.”

“We took care of it,” Beck said. “But thanks for coming. You might want to check on Colonel Lazlo, though.”

“I’m fine,” Lazlo said as Diantha went for the medical tricorder in her pack. “It was just a stun blast.”

“If you listened to me, you would not have been hit at all.”

“You really had a plan?”

“We’re here, aren’t we? Too late, as it turns out, but we were here.”

“Lieutenant Mason’s team should have retaken auxiliary control by now as well,” Waits reported.

“Oooh. I hope I didn’t comm him at a bad time,” Beck said.

“Sorry, ma’am?”

“Never mind.”

“What do you want us to do with Theroll?” Russell asked.

“Put him in the brig for now,” Beck said. “I’m sure we’ll come up with something appropriate for him. In the meantime, let’s go get that breakfast we had scheduled.”

“If it’s all right with you, Captain, I think I’m just going to go back to my quarters,” Morales said.

“Yeah. I want a shower,” Russell said.

“I have to study for tonight,” Jones said.

“I’d better check on the core systems,” Porter said.

“Oh. Well…another time then,” Beck said.

“I have not eaten yet,” Diantha said. “And the Colonel should eat to help shake off the last effects of the stun blast.”

“Yeah. Okay,” Beck said distractedly as she watched her officers go.

“Don’t sound so excited about it,” Lazlo said.

“Sorry,” Beck said, snapping her attention back to Diantha and Lazlo. “Breakfast would be nice. Wait. I’m not sorry. You tried to take over my station? Again?”

“On second thought, I’ll pass on breakfast,” Lazlo said, returning Beck’s glare.

“Oh no. We’re going to have a nice long talk over pancakes,” Beck said. “Coming, Doctor?”

“I wouldn’t miss it,” Diantha replied.

“Madre de Dios,” Lazlo muttered as he was led off toward the food court.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 57864.7. I’ve had to think about this one. Can I reprimand civilian Waystation residents…lots of civilian Waystation residents for supporting Theroll? I talked to Krilik and Ih’mad about the whole thing, and they both said that the station was descending into chaos until Theroll took action. Honestly, if I was in their shoes and saw Starfleet and the marines fighting for control of the station, I don’t know that I wouldn’t have joined Theroll, too. Hell, I know I would have. I can’t blame them. I can, however, blame the lockdown. Springing a situation like this on us without giving us the opportunity to prepare the station created the circumstances that led to this incident. It wasn’t a realistic drill, and I hope the responsible party will keep that in mind the next time she decides to hurt my entire station to get back at me.

“I can also blame Richard Theroll. Maybe he had a noble goal in there at first, but it was quickly swallowed up by his own lust for power. Do I even need to point out that this is why you don’t put a raging egomaniac in a position of authority? I was ready to have him booted off the station and shipped to the closest rehabilitation facility on the first available transport. After considering my request, Starfleet and Federation Legal Affairs decided to do absolutely nothing.

“Yes, I said absolutely nothing. Evidently Theroll is the only one who knows how to run some ‘vital’ report at the Waystation Colony Administration Office, so they just HAVE to have him around. Mutiny? Who cares? We need our report. Unbelievable.

“At least we’re getting back to standard operations around here. The command crew has had some time to rest, clean up, and try to forget that the lockdown ever happened. We can also catch up on what we missed during those two days…well, other than the marine insurrection which was quickly followed by the civilian insurrection. But back to what we missed. I, for example, learned that the Federation Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Animals has filed a grievance against me for, and I’m quoting now, ‘my egregious wholesale slaughter of innocent snigglesnooshes.’ I’ll give you innocent, you…

“No. It doesn’t matter. I don’t care. The important thing is that we’re getting back to normal. It’s been a rough few days, but we’re finally getting back to normal.”



Porter had breakfast in the food court as usual.

So did Russell…

…and Morales…

…and Jones.

All at separate tables.

Porter used his fork to shove a bit of egg around his plate and sighed. Oh yeah. Things were normal as normal could be.



END




Just Undo It



“Good morning, everybody,” Captain Lisa Beck said as she entered the Ops conference room and took her seat at the head of the table. Her gathered command crew returned a few grunts and half-hearted good mornings, but generally just sat staring at their own hands. “Let’s get this over with,” she said, keeping her own eyes locked on the padd she’d brought in. “Operations.”

“Nothing to report,” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter said.

“Medical.”

No response. Beck looked up and realized that Dr. Diantha was not there yet. If the last few staff briefings were any indication, the Keetooan doctor might not show up at all. She seemed to have taken the view that she didn’t need to be there unless there was a medical situation to bring to Beck’s attention. It was something Beck needed to discuss with her. Diantha was part of the command crew and required to attend briefings…even if Beck couldn’t really blame her for not wanting to be around the rest of said command crew right now. Ever since the lockdown, Beck didn’t even want to be around them. And that was the problem really. None of them wanted to be around the others. Best to just move things along for now. She’d worry about Diantha later.

“Security.”

“There was a minor disturbance on Deck 78 last night,” Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell reported. “Two Rigellans…”

The doors to the briefing room suddenly slid open, but instead of admitting a tall avian medical officer, as Beck was expecting, Federation President Bradley Dillon strode in, followed by Agent Anderson of his Special Secret Section.

“Good morning, all!” Bradley boomed jovially as he took up a position at the opposite end of the table from Beck. “And how is our intrepid command crew?”

Tepid was more like it, considering the less than enthusiastic response his greeting received. Bradley’s smile never wavered as he turned his attention to Yeoman Tina Jones. “I think you need to start serving stronger coffee, Tina,” he said with a wink.

“We’re in the middle of a briefing, Mister President. Is there something in particular we can help you with?” Beck asked. It was bad enough that Bradley had decided to drop by. That sort of thing was never a good sign. But with him this happy, there had to be…

“I need your staff to organize an event for me,” Bradley said.

An event? Were they party planners now, too?

But before Beck could begin what was going to be a very emphatic protest, Bradley said, “I would have had my people handle it, but it’s really a Starfleet event. I’m just appearing.”

“Wait. It’s a Starfleet event? And it’s going to be here?” Beck asked.

“Yes. I actually had hoped that Fleet Admiral Ra’al had contacted you about it already. I was giving you a chance to impress me by letting me know that things were well underway. I’m guessing from the shocked look on your face…well all of your faces really, that the Fleet Admiral has not said anything to you as yet.”

“No, she hasn’t,” Beck said flatly. And she probably wouldn’t have until the day before the event considering that Ra’al was not what you’d call a big fan of Beck. “Thank you for letting me know,” she continued. “What sort of event are we supposed to be planning?”

“I’ll be awarding the Presidential Starfleet Medal of Service and Valor to Jean-Luc Picard. It’s one of those medals honoring a distinguished career, lifetime of service, and that sort of thing.”

“I know what it is,” Beck said, nearly choking even though there was nothing in her mouth. “But Picard is coming HERE?”

“This is where I have my offices,” Bradley replied smiling. “Now we need something formal and stately, but not boring. And, unfortunately, due to conflict of interest laws and the like, we can’t hold the ceremony at the Starfleet Suites. You’ll have to do your best with some other facility on board. I’m sure Yeoman Jones will do a spectacular job, though.”

“How long do we have?” Jones asked, her eyes meeting Bradley’s. She expected to see some antagonism toward her there. She had turned him down, after all…his job offer, that is. She wasn’t even really sure why she’d done so. After the lockdown, all she wanted was to get away from everyone, particularly Commander Walter Morales, but somehow she couldn’t bring herself to do it. And so she’d told Bradley thanks, but no. He’d expressed a little disappointment, but that was all, saying “Another time, then.”

Speaking of time… “You’ve got loads of time,” Bradley replied to Jones’s actual question, “Picard isn’t scheduled to arrive until 57988.”

“Three weeks,” Jones muttered.

“Like I said, loads of time. I have complete faith that this team will put a fantastic show together. But that’s it from me. I’ll let you get back to your briefing. Good day, all.” Bradley took another look around the table, patted Commander Walter Morales on the shoulder amiably, then made his exit.

The room was silent for a few moments, then Russell started talking again, “Two Rigellans were reported banging on doors demanding to know where ‘Booglinookle’ was…”

Beck leaned back in her chair and stifled a sigh. Oh yeah. This would go well.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 57985.6. We are three days away from the ceremony honoring the accomplishments of Captain Jean-Luc Picard, and our preparations are moving according to schedule. Everything will be ready when the big day arrives.”



“Personal Log. Stardate 57985.6. I just made yet another log entry that has no basis in reality. Well, the three days away part is real enough, but our preparations for his ceremony have descended into chaos. Thanks to an ever-growing guest list, a list that now includes Fleet Admiral Ra’al (as if there was any doubt that she’d miss this), we’ve had to move the site of the ceremony four times. We’re now having it in the arboretum, which is actually something of an improvement over our last site, The Gravity Well. Yes, the Well has lots of space, but it just seemed inappropriate somehow to have a ceremony like this inside a night club.

“The arboretum is the biggest space we have, though, so this is it. If the guest list grows beyond its capacity, we’ll have to seat people outside…the station. I’ll start with Fleet Admiral Ra’al.

“Otherwise, my officers are making preparations for the event in a professional manner. And that’s really the problem. That ‘team’ idea Bradley mentioned a few weeks ago is just laughable. We used to be a team, a good team. Now it’s gone. Yes, everyone is doing their jobs, but that spark of life is gone. The bouncing things off of each other that leads to better solutions. The worst part is that I’m just as guilty as they are. Did we really say anything that hurtful while we were in lockdown? It’s doesn’t seem like we could have, but…

“It’d be nice if I could just order everyone to get over it. Starting with me. It’s been a few months since Craig and I…yeah. We’ve even talked about it and tried to put it in the past. It hasn’t worked really. We’re not avoiding each other so much anymore, but things definitely aren’t the way they used to be. It just doesn’t work that way. I can’t force this. After what happened between me and Craig, maybe a little professionalism is in order anyway.

“Even if it means this ceremony is a miserable failure.”



“And the podium will be right here,” Yeoman Jones said, standing on a patch of grass in the Waystation arboretum. “But higher, since the stage will be here as well. Does anyone have a problem with that?”

Morales, Porter, and Russell didn’t answer, which Jones took to mean “no.”

“Then once the ceremony is over, we’ll need to get the chairs out of here and bring in the food for the reception.”

“Operations can handle most of that with the transporters,” Porter said.

“No, they can’t,” Russell said. “That’s a security violation. The protocol for this kind of event is clear.”

“The President’s Special Secret Section probably wouldn’t allow it, either,” Morales said.

“We’ll find a way to work within the regulations, sir,” Porter said.

Captain Beck emerged from the tree-lined path leading from the arboretum entrance into the main gardens where her officers were gathered. “How are we doing?” she asked.

“The details are coming together,” Morales said.

“Really?”

“Yes. Mostly.”

“The stage and podium will be here,” Jones said, not moving from her position in the grassy area just outside one of the flower beds.

“And you can get enough chairs in, even with the flowers?”

“I have a diagram.”

“Good. What other decorations are you planning?”

“Do we need any more?” Morales asked. “This is an arboretum.”

“Get a couple of Federation flags or something. Just to spruce it up a bit.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jones said, making a note on her padd.

“All of the security measures have been dealt with,” Russell said. “I don’t think I need to be here to talk about what color the ruffle around the stage is going to be.”

“And I should get back to Ops,” Morales said. He turned to Jones. “Do you need us anymore?”

“No,” she said a little too pointedly. “Feel free to go.”

Morales and Russell departed without another word. “One big happy…” Porter remarked, once they were gone.

“Are you getting the help you need?” Beck asked Jones, ignoring Porter.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m even managing to study for my exams.”

“Don’t let that slip,” Beck said. “You’re doing good work…on all of it.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Jones said, sounding tired, dejected, or both.

Ignoring it, as she had just about everything personal reaction from her crew of late, Beck spun on her heel and headed toward the exit. It took her several steps before she realized she was being followed. “Did you need something, Porter?” she asked, turning to face her Science and Operations officer.

Porter looked at her for a few moments then said, “You were just heading my way.” Beck had known him long enough to guess that wasn’t the first thought on his mind, but she had no desire to pursue whatever his original statement was going to be. Professionalism. That was the way to go. Especially since she was still getting flashes of memory every once in a while from the drunken night they shared. She’d had ex-boyfriends before. Why was this so hard?

Because Porter was never her boyfriend. He was a friend. A very close friend. Closer in many ways than most of her exes had ever been. In some strange way, he knew her too well to be intimate with her. But they had been, and now…

“I enjoyed having sex with you,” Porter said suddenly.

Beck about toppled over as her feet stopped of their own volition. “What?” she blurted out.

“We tried the denial thing. It’s not working. So I’m switching to the confronting it head on approach,” Porter said. “I remember sleeping with you. It was good. And that’s the end of it. Now I want my friend back, if that’s okay.”

Beck stared at him for a few moments, then grabbed him into a hug. “It’s more than okay, Craig. And it was fun.”

“Good. Now maybe we can move past the awkward phase into the inappropriate sex humor phase.”

“That does sound better than my doing nothing plan we were trying.”

“Which was failing miserably.”

“You already mentioned that,” Beck said.

“Just thought I’d emphasize the point.”

“You didn’t have to.”

“Sure I did,” Porter said grinning. “Well, that’s us two down. Three angry people to go.”

“Think the others will be that easy?”

“Absolutely. We just have to get them drunk first.”

Beck’s laugh was interrupted by Commander Morales’s voice. “Morales to Captain Beck.”

“Go ahead, Commander,” she said, still chuckling.

“Ops just contacted me. They have detected an unknown vessel heading our way from Federation space. The captain has commed and is insisting on docking and speaking with you in person.”

“Have them tell whoever it is that I don’t work that way. If they want to go through proper channels, maybe I could…”

“Captain, it’s your sister.”

Beck’s smile vanished. “Give her docking clearance and tell me where she’s landing.”

“Acknowledged. Morales out.”

“What the hell is she doing back here?” Beck said, charging out of the arboretum with Porter in stride beside her.

“Morales to Beck,” Waystation’s First Officer’s voice said before Porter could respond.

“Go ahead.”

“Docking Bay Three.”

“I’m on my way. Beck out.” She glanced over at Porter, who was still with her. “Craig, I really need to see her alone.”

Porter took a deep breath as the pair approached a turbolift. “Morales said she’s in a vessel of an unknown design.”

“Yeah. So?” Beck said, stepping into the turbolift. “She works for Astro-Tech. They design new ships all the time.”

“There’s something I need to tell you,” Porter replied as the turbolift doors closed.



“A TIME SHIP!” Beck exclaimed as they exited the turbolift into the corridor outside of Docking Bay Three. “And you didn’t think you should have told me this sooner?”

“Honestly, I didn’t think she’d pull it off,” Porter replied. “And I didn’t want to upset you about something that was never going to happen. Looks like I may have miscalculated that never a little bit. Maybe. Of course, we don’t know what it is that she’s got in there.”

They entered the docking bay where a chunky craft covered in midnight blue translucent panels was coming to a rest. Beneath each panel, Porter and Beck could see the swirls of some kind of energy.

“What do you think?” Beck asked.

“Umm…could be a timeship,” Porter said with a weak smile. The ship’s hatch began to open. “Do you want me to get out of here?”

“No. Stick around. If this is what you think it is, I want you to take a look inside.”

“I’d love to. Kathy may have other ideas.”

Dr. Kathy Beck appeared in the ship’s doorway at that moment and began descending the stairs that had folded out to the deck of the docking bay, eyeing Porter all the while.

“Kathy,” Beck said. “This is a surprise.”

“I needed to see you,” Kathy replied.

“Really? The last time you were here you left me with the impression that you had no interest in seeing me…ever.”

“Things have changed.”

“They do that sometimes. Is that a time ship?”

Kathy’s eyes narrowed at Porter.

“I just told her,” Porter said, holding his hands up defensively. “I kind of had to.”

“Yes,” Kathy said to Beck. “It’s a time ship. Did Craig also tell you why I built it?”

“He didn’t have to,” Beck said, the displeasure evident in her voice. “You want to go back and save them.”

“Don’t you?”

“Have you tested it?” Beck asked, dodging the question.

“It works.”

“I’d like Porter to take a look at it.”

“I don’t think so,” Kathy said. “This ship is the property of Astro-Tech, and the technology within is proprietary. I can’t allow any snooping, even by Starfleet.”

“That’s funny considering you’re about to use Astro-Tech’s property to commit some serious temporal violations for your own personal reasons,” Porter said.

“This is between me and Lisa,” Kathy said.

“And Astro-Tech’s lawyers,” Porter added.

“Lisa…”

“I’ll take it from here, Porter,” Beck said.

“Yes, ma’am,” Porter said with a nod before heading out the door.

“You’ve got him well trained,” Kathy said once Porter was gone.

“He’s a Starfleet officer. I’m his captain. What’s he supposed to do?” Beck said, forcing herself to ignore the memories of things really outside his officer duties that he had done with her a few months prior. Okay. So those memories were always going to be there, but for the first time since the incident she found them…funny. Not that the sex had been funny. It’s was just that somehow it had instantly become a private joke between the two of them. Well, maybe it wasn’t so private considering that the rest of the command staff knew about it by this point, but no one else did. Nor would they.

“Why are you here?” Beck asked getting the conversational topic away from her relationships with her subordinates.

“I want you to come with me.”

“Are you out of your mind?” Beck snapped reflexively. She caught herself and calmed down. “You’re talking about tampering with the flow of history, Kathy. Do you have any idea how serious this is?”

“I’m talking about saving our parents’ lives.”

“They’re already dead.”

“But they don’t have to be. Lisa, if we have the power to stop this, which we do, how can we just stand by and let it happen?”

“It already happened!” Beck said.

“That doesn’t matter anymore. Nothing has to happen unless we want it to. Leaving Mom and Dad to die when we can go back prevent it…it’s practically murder.”

“Why am I guessing that argument doesn’t hold for every other person in history who died before their time?”

“It’s Mom and Dad, Lisa! Why are you even fighting me on this? I know you love them as much as I do.”

“Of course I do!” Beck said. “But this is wrong! I don’t know how to put it any plainer than that. We cannot start messing around with the past because we don’t like how something turned out. You have no idea what ramifications it could have on the present.”

“Saving Mom and Dad isn’t going to destroy the fabric of the universe. I’m not talking about stopping the Gorkon assassination here.”

“You don’t know that. What if…what if we find out that they had to die in order to prevent something horrible from happening.”

“Oh don’t even pull out the Edith Keeler defense on me,” Kathy said. “I didn’t have to come here. I could have gone by myself, but I wanted you to be a part of this.”

“Why?”

“You’re their daughter, too. You should want to do this.”

“Is this my penance to you? I help you, and suddenly I’m absolved?”

“Are you going to help me?” Kathy asked.

“I thought you could do it alone.”

“I…it would be easier with…someone with your training. I don’t know what else might come up.”

“That’s the smartest thing you’ve said since you got here.” Beck watched her sister’s face darken. “I’m sorry. That was out of line. I know this is important to you.”

“So you’re going to come.”

“I don’t know, Kathy. I want them back. I really do. But there are reasons why this sort of thing is illegal.”

“That didn’t stop the president.”

“I don’t think we want to use him as our example for this one.”

“Lisa…”

“Give me until tomorrow,” Beck said. “I need to think.”

“Tomorrow then,” Kathy said.

Beck turned to go, then stopped and looked back at her sister. “Kathy?”

“Yeah.”

“Since you’re here, do you want…to have dinner?”

“No.”

“I’m asking too much, huh?”

“Tomorrow,” Kathy said, climbing back into her ship.

“Yeah. Tomorrow,” Beck said then headed out of the docking bay.



“So she’s back, huh?” Marine Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges said, then took a sip of her coffee and leaned back on the sofa in Beck’s living area.

“That she is,” Beck replied from the chair opposite her. “On the bright side, she’s speaking to me this time, which is becoming something of a rarity around here.”

“They’ll all get over it.”

“Is Walter over it?”

“Honestly, I’m not sure what he even has to get over,” Hodges said. “He hasn’t really talked much about the whole lockdown thing.”

“Ahh. He’s into the usual male moody and distant phase then?”

“No. Not at all. He’s been great. We’re still having a good time together. He’s just talking about work a lot less than he used to. Either that or I’m spending more time talking about my work.”

“So you’re still tormenting Lazlo.”

“Yeah,” Hodges grinned. “Being shot in the back was the best thing that ever happened to me.”

“There’s something you don’t hear every day.”

“I wonder if I could get a promotion out of this.”

“Out of blackmailing him?”

“Hello? Shot in the back. By my own colonel. That’s against a whole bunch of marine regs. I could end his career if I wanted to.”

“Do you want to?”

“No,” Hodges said, shaking her head. “This is more fun. And I’m certainly finding it more satisfying. I was this close to quitting the corps after I came to, but I am not about to throw away everything I’ve worked for because Lazlo is an ass. I much prefer him kissing mine. It won’t last forever, but I’ll take a few more weeks of special treatment.”

“You earned it,” Beck said.

“Damn right I did.” Hodges took another drink of her coffee. “We’re not talking about Kathy.”

“You noticed that, huh?”

“Yeah. She tell you why she had the sudden change of heart?”

“Uh huh.”

“Well?” Hodges asked expectantly.

“She wants me to go back in time with her and stop Mom and Dad from dying.”

Hodges about choked on her coffee. “What? Are you serious?”

“She’s got a time ship,” Beck said with a shrug.

“A time… Can she do that?”

“Legally, no. Physically, it’s possible. That’s why she wanted to meet with Porter the last time she was here. She wanted his expertise.”

“And he gave it to her?”

“No. Obviously she overcame that little obstacle, though.”

“I guess so,” Hodges said. She watched Beck for a few moments. “You’re thinking about doing it, aren’t you?”

“How could I not? It’s my parents.”

“But the timeline and…”

“I know all of it, Steph. Starfleet has some very clear opinions about this sort of thing, and none of them are positive. But still…”

“It’s your parents.”

“Yeah. And Kathy wants me to go with her.”

“Maybe it’s her way to asking you again to set things right when you wouldn’t back then…from her point of view.”

“Maybe.” Beck was quiet for a second. “What if we pull this off? It would literally change everything. Mom and Dad would still be around. Kathy and I would never have fought. My whole life would be different.”

“You might not be here.”

“I’ve thought about that.”

“And?”

“And it’s Mom and Dad.”

Steph nodded silently. “I could go with you,” she said finally.

“Thanks, but this should just be me and Kathy.”

“I understand.”

Beck chuckled. “I guess I have a big day tomorrow.”

“Yeah. This would qualify. I just hope Kathy knows what she’s doing.”

“As badly as she wants this? She knows what she’s doing. I’m just going to be a little nervous on that ship tomorrow until she proves it.”

“I’m guessing Kathy will be feeling the same way. If I were her, I’d be out getting drunk tonight.”

“Now there’s a comforting thought.”



Porter wasn’t sure how long he’d been staring blankly at the padd in front of him, but as the sound of his door chime pulled him out of his semi-trance-like state, he realized it was way too long. Rubbing his eyes, he got up and answered the door.

“Were you asleep?” Dr. Kathy Beck asked surprised.

“I was reading,” Porter replied. It was almost the truth. He decided he was better off not telling the full truth, which was that he was looking through scans of Kathy’s ship taken by Waystation’s internal sensors. “What are you doing here?”

“That’s a heck of a greeting.”

“It’s still a bit friendlier than the goodbye you gave me.”

“You’re the one who got rid of me.”

“And you were less than thrilled about it.”

“Can you give me a break here, Craig? I’m testing a time ship tomorrow, which might not work. I don’t know anyone here except you, and I enjoyed our time together last time I was here…before you kicked me out. I just need someone to be with tonight to calm me down.”

“Um…there’s this sister of yours…”

“Not good for my nerves.”

“I guess I can understand that,” Porter said, letting Kathy inside his quarters. “So can I get you a drink?”

“That’s a start.”

Porter noticed the glint in her eye. “What’d you have in mind for a finish?” he asked hesitantly.

“We’ll just have to see how relaxing you are.”

“Oh I can be very relaxing, but not with you.”

“Why not?” Kathy said, putting her hands on her hips.

“You’re my captain’s sister.”

“She doesn’t own me or you. You got a better excuse handy?”

Actually, he did, but he wasn’t about to use it. Instead he said, “This is starting to feel like coercion.”

“I just said we’d see where things go. Now shut up and get me a drink.”



The next morning, with everything as in order as it could be on short notice, Beck closed the comm channel on her desk console and headed out of her office into Ops. The last bit of business, leaving a message for President Dillon that she’d be ducking out briefly (very briefly if everything went right), had been dealt with, leaving her ready to head for Docking Bay Three.

“You have the station, Commander,” she said to Morales as she stepped toward the Ops turbolift. “If I’m not back, I’m sure you can handle the last details of the ceremony.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Morales said in a tone that could only be described as professional. “Everything has been taken care of, and we have another status meeting later today.”

“Thank you. See you soon…I hope.”

“Mind if I walk down with you?” Porter asked, jogging out from behind his console and into the turbolift with Beck. The doors closed a moment later, and Beck ordered the turbolift to the docking bay where her sister’s time ship was waiting.

“Did you learn anything?” Beck asked once they were alone.

“The ship is putting off some serious power readings. Serious enough that I couldn’t get any clear scans of it. I could detect a few chroniton traces, but that’s about it.”

“So you have no idea if it’s going to work or not?”

“Honestly, I don’t know if I would have been able to tell even with clear readings. I have no idea what approach she’s taken to solving the time drive issues. I’d practically need to get in there and start taking the thing apart.”

“Somehow I don’t think she’d go for that.”

“Probably not.”

“I guess I’m just going to have to see how it goes.”

“That approach works sometimes,” Porter replied.

“What’s that look?”

“What look?”

“The ‘you’re not telling me something’ look.”

“That look isn’t even in my repertoire.”

“Didn’t we just go through a big thing about not telling me stuff? Are you not telling me something?”

“Yes, but I will tell you later. After you get back. It has no bearing on what you’re about to do, so I don’t want you thinking about it.”

“I’m not sure that’s helping,” Beck said.

“That’s the…”

A transporter beam suddenly began to coalesce in the turbolift, forming itself into President Bradley Dillon. “What do you mean you’re leaving?” he demanded to Beck. “The ceremony is in two days! You can’t leave!”

“The preparations are well in hand, and I’m coming right back,” Beck replied. “There’s nothing to get worked up about. And certainly nothing to warrant an unauthorized transport into our turbolift.”

“It’s cramped in here,” Porter said. “What if we’d put a hand through you?”

“Don’t change the subject,” Bradley snapped.

“There is no subject!” Beck yelled.

“This ceremony is very important, Captain.”

“I’m aware of that. I also trust my people. Everything will be fine. If you’d like, you could always ask Yeoman Jones for details. She’s been more in charge of the event planning than I have.”

“I’ll do that,” Bradley said, reaching for a small device in the inside pocket of his sportcoat. “Oh. I hope whatever this incredibly important trip is for is successful.”

“If I could tell you, you’d understand,” Beck replied. “But thanks for the sentiment.”

Bradley nodded, then vanished in the cascade of a transporter beam. A second later, the turbolift slowed to a halt at Beck and Porter’s destination. They walked across the corridor into Docking Bay Three, where Kathy was doing a last pre-flight check of the exterior of the time ship.

“You’re late,” Kathy said.

“I have responsibilities here, so, oddly I can’t just pick up and go,” Beck replied. “What’s the rush? Are you having second thoughts?”

“No,” Kathy said, a bit more hesitantly than Porter was comfortable with. Time travel was not the easiest thing to pull off, and this was untested technology. If she wasn’t sure…

“Do you want any help checking over the systems?” Porter asked.

“I’ve got it,” Kathy said. “We can leave any time.”

“No pun intended,” Beck said giving her sister a smile that she hoped would help ease the tension between them somewhat.

“Right,” Kathy replied, forcing a weak smile. “Are you ready?”

“I think so,” Beck said.

“Good luck. To both of you,” Porter said.

“Thanks,” Beck said. “Be right back.”

“We’ll be waiting,” Porter said, looking to Kathy, but Beck’s sister had already turned away and was heading into the ship. So much for the heartfelt goodbye. Or any goodbye at all. Porter had bigger concerns, though. He quickly jogged over to the small docking bay control booth and pulled up the external sensor readings. If he wasn’t able to go along for the ride, he was at least going to get as much information about the trip as he could.



Inside the time ship, Beck settled into the co-pilot’s chair as Kathy took the pilot’s controls. Really there wasn’t much else to see inside the ship. Beyond continuing the midnight blue motif from the exterior, the cockpit area looked like a runabout more than anything else, with two additional seats placed behind the pilot and co-pilot’s chairs and a small hatch leading deeper into the ship. There wasn’t much else in the way of space to move around, but, considering the purpose of this trip, it wasn’t really needed.

Kathy opened a small compartment below the pilot’s console, pulled out a hypospray, and injected herself in the arm. “You’ll need this,” she said, replacing the empty vial on the hypo with a new dose.

“What is it?”

“My experiments indicated that the temporal shift can have some adverse effects on biological organisms. This should counteract those effects.”

“Adverse effects? What the hell does that mean?”

“You’ll throw up. Okay? This is anti-nausea medication, but if you don’t want it, you can ride by the toilet. Through the hatch across the from transporter alcove. Have fun.”

“Give me that,” Beck said, snatching the hypospray away from Kathy and giving herself the injection. “I’d hate to ruin the new starship smell.”

“And I don’t clean up puke,” Kathy said as she lifted the time ship up from the docking bay floor and steered it out into space beyond Waystation.



Porter watched the time ship sail out of the docking bay, then began poring over the readings coming from the sensors. A short distance away from the station, the time ship came to a full stop, and the power readings increased to even higher levels. Finally, there was a quick surge of chronitons, and then the craft was gone. Porter said another silent “good luck” then made his way to Ops.



With the show over, Kathy looked over at the unconscious form of her sister in the co-pilot’s seat. The drugs in the vial she’d handed to Beck had acted as quickly as her benefactors had promised, and the “time travel” had gone off without a hitch. Now it was time to fulfil her end of the bargain.

“No seconds thoughts,” she told herself, turning the ship toward their destination.

It would all be fine in the end. No matter what she had to do now, it would all be fine in the end.



Commander Morales looked up from his post at the docking control console as Porter exited the turbolift back into Ops.

“Did everything go okay?” Morales asked.

“As far as I could tell.”

Morales focused his attention back on his console as Porter briefly made eye contact with Lieutenant Commander Russell, who immediately looked away, then returned to his own station at the Operations/Science console.

“Did she say any more about when she’d be back?” Morales asked after a long silence. “Or anything about where she’s going?”

“He knows where she’s going,” Russell said accusingly.

“It’s personal,” Porter replied.

“Of course it is,” Russell shot back.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that she’s with her own sister, so of course it’s personal.”

“Oh. Right. Yeah. So it’s personal.”

“But you know where she went,” Morales said.

“Not specifically. But I know that if everything goes well, she’ll be back before we know it.”

“Can you at least explain how their ship vanished off of my board?” Morales asked.

“And off of the tactical display,” Russell added. “Why am I even bothering? You aren’t going to tell us a thing.”

“Not when just knowing what I know could get the two of you into trouble,” Porter snapped, storming toward Russell’s console.

“Fine. Keep your secret. See if I care.”

“You want something you’ll care about? How about this? I slept with Kathy last night! How’s that?”

“You did?” Russell exclaimed suddenly excited. “You’ve had both Beck sisters? You’re kidding! Which one’s better?”

“Why did I just tell you that?”

“Too late. You already did so… No. You know what? I don’t care about that either,” Russell harumphed. I don’t care about anything you have to say.”

“Good!”

“This afternoon’s status meeting is going to be soooo much fun,” Morales muttered under his breath.



Years of Starfleet experience alerted Beck to the fact that she was in deep trouble even before she’d completely regained consciousness. Noticing that she was evidently bound in some kind of chair kind of tipped her off to that one.

“She’s coming around,” an unfamiliar voice said. The complete lack of concern in said voice was another clue that she wasn’t exactly among friends.

Beck slowly opened her eyes, blinking several times to clear her vision and adjust to the lights of the room. The face of the person standing in front of her gradually sharpened revealing Romulan features. Two other Romulans, a male and a female, were standing a short distance away, observing her.

So we were 0 for 3 on good signs.

“Hello, Captain Beck,” the Romulan said, clearly enjoying the position of power in which he found himself. “It’s been a long time.”

Long time? Did she know this guy? A vague memory stirred of having aimed a phaser at someone who looked a lot like him once.

“Tarmak,” the Romulan said with a slight bow. “You might remember me from…”

“You tried to trick President Dillon to sign a treaty that would have given Earth to the Romulans. If you wanted to talk to me, Minister, you could have arranged an appointment.”

“It’s Governor now,” Tarmak replied. “Oh pardon me. Welcome to Zycam.”

“Zycam? That’s the Romulan colony near us. You’re the governor?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Isn’t that kind of a step down from Foreign Minister?”

Tarmak forced a smile. “Yes,” he said through gritted teeth. “And that’s what I brought you here to talk about.”

“Well, that’s nice and all, but we won’t be doing any more talking until you tell me what the hell you’ve done with my sister!”

“She’s perfectly fine.”

“Then let me see her. If you’ve hurt her…”

“Hurt her?” Tarmak exclaimed. “Why on Romulus would we do that?” His eyes widened suddenly and he started to chuckle. “Oh! You haven’t… Captain, I’m afraid you’ve missed a rather important detail concerning how you came to be here.”

“I don’t know how I came to be here,” Beck snapped. “I was on my sister’s ship, and the next thing I knew I was waking up here. I didn’t see…” She trailed off, the missing piece locking into place. “The hypo,” she said softly. “Kathy…”

“We have an arrangement with Doctor Beck,” Tarmak said. “In exchange for delivering you, we promised to provide her with technical assistance. To be honest, I wasn’t certain that a human, an untrained human at that, could pull it off, but here you are.”

“What do you want?” Beck spat. She knew that Kathy was angry with her. Hell, Kathy hated her, but to betray her to the Romulans? What was she thinking? Stupid question. Beck knew what she was thinking. She was thinking about saving their parents. Betraying Beck was probably just an added bonus in her mind.

“I want revenge, Captain,” Tarmak replied as if it were the most obvious thing in the universe.

“Against me? What for? We barely spoke when you were on Waystation before. Yes, I jammed a phaser in your face, but is that worth all this?”

Tarmak laughed again, a sound that Beck was really starting to despise. “I don’t care a bit about you, Captain. Bradley Dillon, however, is another story. He humiliated me.”

“Using me to get to him isn’t going to work.”

“It’s much more than that, Captain Beck. That one incident didn’t get me exiled out here. I had other plans after I left your station. I found a young man with ambition, and I knew he would someday lead the Empire. I sided with him when he assassinated our Senate and the Praetor.”

“Shinzon,” Beck said.

“Yes. But he couldn’t control himself. Instead of focusing on the good of Romulus, he just had to go after Jean-Luc Picard, the human he was cloned from. If history has taught us anything, it’s that you don’t mess around with ships named Enterprise, but did he get that pearl of wisdom into his inferior little brain? NO! Instead, he gets himself blown up along with a prototype ship that no one can seem to find the plans for now. And since I supported him, I was banished to this hell-hole!”

“I kind of like it here,” the Romulan woman standing to the side of the room said.

“Shut up, Brella!” Tarmak hissed at her.

“Sorry, Governor.”

Tarmak turned his attention back to Beck. “So you see. I have grievances that must be redressed, and fate has put the two men who ruined my life in the same place at the same time. Unfortunately I cannot just walk onto a Starfleet station to pursue my vengeance. That’s where you come in, Captain. Bradley Dillon and Jean-Luc Picard will suffer for what they’ve done to me. You’re going to ensure that.”

“I’m not sneaking you onto Waystation.”

“I can get onto the station; however, to stay there undetected, I’ll need information from you. Your command codes, to be precise.”

“My command… Pophlie! You put her up to coming after me!”

“The Multek woman? Yes, that was me. At the time, I didn’t realize President Dillon was missing. Imagine my alarm when I learned he’d been missing for months. Of course, by that time he was back, but still I had a few moments of panic that I’d almost missed my chance to get him myself. It wasn’t a pleasant feeling. But the Multek failed miserably; however, the records from the equipment we gave her told us about your sister, who then refused to help us. And I couldn’t figure out how I was going to get to Picard. The whole thing was just a disaster.”

“I feel so bad for you,” Beck muttered.

“It’s okay. Everything soon started falling into place. Your sister came on board with us, and then we got word that Picard was visiting Waystation. I couldn’t have hoped for any more than this! I just need one last thing.”

“I’m not giving you my command codes.”

“That, Captain, remains to be seen,” Tarmak said, smiling an unsettling grin.



It wasn’t often during his seven or so years on Waystation that Porter ever found himself dreading the prospect of going to work, but this was one of those times. And it wasn’t even work really. It was a meeting. A meeting with people who until a few weeks ago were his closest friends. Yet this feeling of “I REALLY don’t want to do this” grew more and more with each passing step as he approached Holodeck Two, where Yeoman Jones had scheduled today’s status meeting for the Picard award ceremony.

Porter wasn’t sure why Jones had picked the holodeck as the site for the meeting, but that question was answered as soon as he entered the holodeck and found himself in an exact replica of the arboretum as it would appear on the day of the ceremony complete with chairs, the stage, and decor. He had to admit that it looked pretty good. Jones did nice work.

Russell, Morales and Jones were already there waiting, Russell stretched out between a couple of the chairs looking as though he was ready to take a nap. Morales was idly pacing the stage while Jones sat tensely in one of the VIP chairs behind the podium. As soon as she spotted Porter, Jones sprang to her feet.

“Okay. Let’s get started,” she said quickly. “This is what the arboretum is going to look like. Anybody have a comments.”

“No,” Morales said as Porter shook his head. Russell just let out a negative sounding grunt without opening his eyes.

“Good. Is everything else in order?”

“I believe we’re all set unless you have anything we need to know,” Morales said.

“I’m good. Security?”

Russell grunted again, this time more positively.

“Operations?”

“We have a plan. It’s a good plan. It’s a plan so good that I don’t even need to run it. I can’t think of anything else to say,” Porter reported.

“All right then. I guess that’s it for the status meeting,” Jones said.

“Glad to hear it,” Russell said, slowly getting to his feet.

“Computer, execute Jones Plan C,” Jones called out suddenly. The arboretum vanished, replaced by an empty gray room.

“What the hell?” Russell shouted.

“We’re not done yet,” Jones said.

“Computer, exit!” Russell said. Nothing happened.

“The holodeck will only respond to my voice,” Jones explained. “We leave when I say we leave.”

“Yeoman,” Morales warned.

“Tina,” Jones said. “And you’re Walter and you’re Sean and you’re Craig. And we’re not getting out of here until we start acting like we’re more to each other than our ranks.”

Morales, Russell, and Porter just stood silently and looked at each other.

“Why are we even mad at each other?” Jones continued. “Was anything we said during lockdown really that hurtful?”

“I don’t know. Sean said some pretty nasty things about you,” Porter said.

“Thanks a hell of a lot,” Russell said.

“He thinks the captain is giving me special treatment. You know what? He’s right,” Jones said. “She recommended me for the Academy Annex, which means she thinks I can be an officer. I’m grateful for that, but when I get out and switch to Security, I’m still going to be answering to you, Sean.”

“You’re damn right you will,” Russell said.

“I’m not taking your job…at least not while you’re in it,” Jones said.

“I know.”

“So I’m sorry.”

“What do you have to be sorry for?” Russell asked. “I’m the one who’s sorry. I’m sorry I said those things. It wasn’t fair, and I didn’t mean…”

“It’s okay.”

“And I’m not really mad at you either,” Russell said, turning to Porter. “I can’t even remember why I was mad at you in the first place.”

“I couldn’t figure that part out either,” Porter said. “And I don’t think I was ever mad at Tina. People just stopped talking to each other, and I kind of went along with it.”

“Kind of?” Jones said.

“Fine. I completely went along with it,” Porter said.

“Walter?” Jones said.

“You weren’t really mad at me either?” Morales said.

“No. I was pissed as hell at you,” Jones said. “But I was pissed about something that wasn’t your fault. You can’t control your feelings for people. I think you know that more than any of us.”

“And I know how much it hurts when the other person doesn’t return them,” Morales said. “I’m sorry I never realized…”

“It’s okay,” Jones said quickly, cutting him off. “You and Stephanie are good together. I hope you know how good.”

“I do. No matter what I may have felt for Lisa, I wouldn’t give up what I have now for anything.”

“I’m happy for you. I mean that,” Jones said. “And I know you’re happy, which is really what I want for you. Besides, it’s not like I don’t have some possibilities of my own.” This was true. As more and more gifts had mysteriously appeared in the Welcome Center, Jones had become more and more certain that she had a secret admirer, which was certainly a tantalizing prospect.

“So is anybody still mad at anybody?” Russell asked.

“Before we have the group hug, can I say that you were a real jerk in lockdown?” Porter said.

“Yeah. I’ll give you that one. But I was hungry!”

“We all were,” Morales said.

“But you were still a jerk,” Jones said.

“All right! I said I’d give you that one,” Russell said. “I’m sorry!”

“I’m fine now,” Porter said.

“Me too,” Morales said.

“Are we really doing a group hug?” Russell asked.

“We could skip that part,” Morales said.

“Awww,” Porter said.

“Okay. We’re all friends again,” Russell said, turning on Porter. “Now answer the question.”

“What question?” Porter asked.

“Which one was better?” Russell demanded.

“What is he talking about?” Jones asked.

“Believe me,” Morales said. “You really don’t want to know.”



Kathy Beck wasn’t sure what sort of situation she’d be getting into when she arrived at the Zycam Colony, but spending several hours sitting in a waiting room had not crossed her mind. Yet here she was, sitting in a fairly nicely-appointed waiting area complete with an elderly Romulan woman sitting behind a reception desk. Kathy was the waiting area’s only occupant at the moment, so the receptionist was keeping herself busy knitting a pair of tiny pink ear covers that came up to the cutest little points.

Of course Tarmak was going to talk to Lisa first to see if she had whatever information it was that the Romulans wanted, but just sitting here like this was driving Kathy crazy. Tarmak had promised to give her access to years of Romulan research into time travel. If he would just hand that over so she could be on her way, she’d feel a hell of a lot better.

The doorway leading to the corridor the Romulans had taken Lisa’s unconscious body down when they’d first arrived on the planet opened, and Tarmak stepped into the waiting area. Spotting Kathy, he approached. She quickly stood up and shook his offered hand.

“Doctor Beck. What a pleasure to finally meet you in person,” Tarmak said. “I apologize for not being here to greet you upon your arrival, but I had a few last minute details to attend to.”

“Has Lisa talked to you?”

“Yes, we’ve had quite the conversation,” Tarmak said.

“All about how much she wants to kill me, I’m sure,” Kathy replied.

“I doubt that you’re her favorite person at the moment, but I have to admit I was surprised how long it took her to piece together what happened. When we first woke her, she demanded to see you to make sure that you hadn’t been hurt. It might have been touching if it wasn’t so funny in light of…you know…the truth.”

“Yeah. Funny,” Kathy said flatly. “When do I get my information?”

“When I get mine,” Tarmak replied. “Captain Beck has been quite uncooperative.”

“She likes to do things her way.”

“Well now she’s finding out about my way. I have to admit that she’s turning out to be tougher than I expected. It was obvious right away that the truth serums weren’t having any effect on her, so we moved up to the pain chair. I got all the way up to the highest setting on it, and she wouldn’t even scream. She just grunted a bit. So then I let a couple of centurions work her over. Still nothing. Now I was getting really frustrated, so I had her strung up from the ceiling and pulled out this Ferengi electro-whip I acquired recently. It took a three centurions and Brella and a few hundred lashes, but she started screaming all right. And then she passed out. Unbelievable. Oh well. I’ll give her a couple of minutes, then wake up to start again.”

Kathy’s eyes were wide with horror as her mouth gaped. “You…she…how…what…you…”

“I’m kidding!” Tarmak said breaking out into a laugh as he wrapped an arm around Kathy’s shoulders. “Do you really think I have time to torture the information out of your sister? Do you have any idea how long that can take? I’m on a schedule here!”

Kathy shook her head in confusion. “So she’s…”

“We haven’t touched her,” Tarmak said. “I was just waiting for a couple of independent contractors I hired to arrive. They’re here now, so the situation will be taken care of in no time. I’m sure of it.”

“Err…great. I’m so glad.”



From the confines of her seat, Beck almost had to crane her neck to see the faces of the two hulking Vulcans standing in front of her.

“All right. Who the hell are you two supposed to be?” she snapped.

“I am Spaanz.”

“And I am Taanz. And we are here to…”

“Read…YOUR MIND!”



To Be Continued…






Pomp and Circumstances



“Station Log. Stardate 57988.3. Commander Walter Morales recording. Everything is ready for the arrival of Captain Jean-Luc Picard and the subsequent ceremony. We have the VIP quarters all set. We have the site prepared. We have the security arrangements made. And we have the details for the reception following the ceremony worked out. What we don’t have is our captain. I know Captain Beck said that, while she would not be gone long, she might not return in time for the ceremony. I am prepared for that. But I can’t say I’m comfortable with this at all. I don’t know where she is. I don’t why she went. And I have no clue when she’ll be back. I know she left with her sister, and that it’s personal. Fine. Still, I can’t help but worry. And I’m not alone. Lieutenant Commander Porter, the one person who does have an idea where the captain went, is looking more upset by the minute. I think it’s only a matter of time until…”



“That’s it!” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter exclaimed, storming out of the turbolift into Ops.

“That’s what?” Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell asked from his post at the tactical console, looking around in alarm.

“I’m guessing Craig feels he’s waited long enough,” Commander Morales said as Porter began typing away at the Science/Operations console.

“She should have been back by now,” Porter said. “Way before now really.”

“The captain said she might miss the ceremony,” Morales replied. He wasn’t trying to discourage Porter, but rather get a bit more information out of him.

“There’s no reason why she should…unless Kathy botched the calculations. I don’t think she’d do that, though. She’d worked too hard on this to screw up on something simple like that.”

Okay. That was a bit more information, but Morales was still missing a vital piece.

“If everything went right, they should have returned almost as soon as they left,” Porter continued. “I mean it’s time travel. That’s kind of the point.”

“Time travel!” Morales exclaimed. Er…he could have handled that one a bit more smoothly. But suddenly it all made sense…at least the part about the ship vanishing from the readout on his docking control console and from the tactical displays. That was a vital piece all right, but evidently he needed more than one. “Why did she and Kathy want to travel in time?”

“To save their parents,” Porter said.

“Wait,” Russell said. “That’s against a whole bunch of regulations, not to mention a lot of Federation laws. If they get caught…”

“That’s why Captain Beck didn’t tell the rest of you where she was going. I already knew because of Kathy.”

“That’s what she wanted your help with,” Russell realized. “You designed a time ship! That’s just cool!”

“I didn’t help her,” Porter replied. “As soon as I figured out what she was planning, I told her to leave. She finished the ship on her own…somehow. Guess I should have focused more on the how before she and Captain Beck left.”

“If they went back in time and ran into a problem, will you be able to find them?” Morales asked. “We’ve done the slingshot maneuver in the Wayward, but if we don’t know where to go…”

“I’m trying to figure out what happened,” Porter said. “If there’s any way to do it, I’m going to find her.”



Tarmak lifted Captain Lisa Beck’s head by the hair, looked into her insensate eyes, then let her head fall back onto her chest as the Starfleet captain slumped unconscious in the chair into which she’d been bound since her arrival on the Romulan colony of Zycam the day before. It had taken them all night, but the “independent contractors” Tarmak had enlisted to pry the Waystation command codes from Beck’s mind had finally broken through.

He glanced over at Spaanz and Taanz, who were sprawled on the floor, twitching involuntarily and muttering nonsensically in the process. It appeared that the strain may have broken them as well.

It was odd really for a human mind to have that kind of an effect on a Vulcan during a mind meld, Tarmak thought as he strolled out of the room and made his way out of the Information Complex wing of the colony’s governmental offices to the guest suites located across the courtyard. Frankly he’d been surprised that Spaanz, who had first initiated the mind meld with the unwilling Starfleet officer, wasn’t able to handle the whole thing himself. Taanz was forced to join the meld, and even then the process took hours, hours that Tarmak didn’t really have considering the impending ceremony on Waystation. As it was, he was barely going to have time to say his goodbyes to Dr. Kathy Beck, get aboard his ship, and make it to Waystation before the main event began.

Granted, he probably could have skipped the goodbye to Dr. Beck, but that would have been more than a little rude, especially considering all the help that she had given him. It was fairly safe to say that none of this would have been possible without her. How could he run off without expressing his gratitude to her one last time?

He found Dr. Beck not in her assigned guest quarters, but in the V.I.P. gymnasium, where she was busy attempting to operate a ro’beauxt. The effort was obviously angering her highly. Tarmak couldn’t help but admire her for a moment. Most human women did not display ire well, a fact that amused him considering humans had a saying along the lines of “you’re gorgeous when you’re angry.” Dr. Beck was the exception to this rule, however. Rather than flailing about with wide-eyed rage like some hideous Klingon, Dr. Beck’s gaze hardened with a determination Tarmak had only seen on a Romulan. And her form, muscles tight, straining to bring the ro’beauxt into line…It was almost breathtaking to behold.

And now she was staring at him.

“So here you are,” Tarmak said, stepping forward with a smile as Dr. Beck extricated herself from the Romulan equivalent of a rowing machine.

“She told you,” Kathy Beck replied.

“That she did.”

“I could tell by the smile,” Kathy said, wiping her brow with a towel. “Is she okay?”

“She could use some rest, but I believe that she is unharmed…physically. The contractors I called in did an excellent job. It’s a shame I’m going to have to have them killed.” He watched Kathy start with surprise. “Kidding!” he said with a laugh. “They did a good job. Why would I kill them? You never know when you’re going to need that kind of help again, and why start over looking for someone to do the work when you already have an established business relationship with people you know can do the job? It’d be a complete waste!”

“Um…yeah. Exactly,” Kathy said, forcing a chuckle. “A real waste.”

“I can’t stay long. I have to get underway, but I did want to thank you again for your assistance. Your support has been invaluable.”

“It was a fair arrangement…assuming you hold up your end.”

“The temporal physics research. Of course. You’ll have it in hand shortly. Everything the Romulan Empire knows about time travel.”

“Thank you.”

“I know this is a bit off the subject, but, if you don’t mind my asking, does anyone in your family have an abnormally high esper rating?”

“Excuse me?”

“Telepathic perhaps?” Tarmak asked.

“No. Why?”

“Hmmm…maybe it’s a new Starfleet training technique. Or maybe Spaanz and Taanz weren’t as good as they said. I just didn’t know a human could resist a mind meld for so long…much less two of them.”

“Lisa can be really stubborn,” Kathy said.

“Of that I have no doubt. Well, as I said, I need to run. It’s been a pleasure, Doctor Beck.” He turned and headed toward the exit.

“Tarmak,” Kathy called after him.

“Yes?” Tarmak replied, looking back around.

“What…what happens to Lisa now?”

“Oh, did you want to take her with you?”

“I can?”

“No. I’m just surprised that you would want to. After all, you were willing to hand her over to us, which doesn’t exactly say much for your bonds of sisterhood.”

“I don’t want her back. I don’t think she’d want to go with me anyway. I just wanted to know what’s going to happen to her. You aren’t going to…”

“Kill her?” Tarmak asked casually.

“Yes.”

“I hadn’t planned on it. Once I finish my business on Waystation, I’ll return her there. I don’t have any need to keep her around.”

“Okay. That’s fine. I just…”

“I understand,” Tarmak said with a nod. “We’ll have you on your way shortly. And your sister will be delivered home unharmed. You have my word.” With that, he left the gym and moved off down the corridor on his way to the main entrance leading out to the courtyard, pulling out a small communicator as he went. “Tarmak to Commander Brella.”

“Yes, Governor,” the voice of the head of the colony’s small military contingent replied over the comm.

“Are we ready?”

“The Weetabix is standing by.”

“I’ll be there in a moment. Have Doctor Beck’s ship prepped and ask Altel deliver the research to her. I don’t want her to leave until after we’re gone, though. And then…send out the Aertran to destroy her.”

“Of course, Governor. Brella out.”



“Yes, of course, Captain. We’ll be waiting for you. Waystation out.” Commander Morales closed the comm channel and let out a deep breath. “Captain Picard’s runabout will be here in about an hour,” he said.

“Uh huh,” Porter replied without looking up from his console. Morales was fairly certain that Porter hadn’t heard a word of it, though.

“And he’s bringing the Risan All-Nude Women’s Wrestling team.”

“Uh huh,” Porter said. Nope. He wasn’t paying attention.

“He is!” Russell exclaimed, practically leaping over his console. “Comm him back! Can we get a visual?”

Russell, however, was another matter.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Porter muttered. “You…”

“What?” Russell said. “It’s a legitimate request.”

“I need a ship,” Porter said suddenly.

“Now that’s more like it. We’ll go meet them and escort them here. I can escort five…maybe six of them,” Russell said.

“What’s going on, Craig?” Morales asked, ignoring Russell. “Did you find the captain?”

“I’ve got a trail.”

“A trail?”

“Look at this,” Porter said, putting the sensor readings of the time ship’s disappearance up on the Waystation viewscreen. “There’s the energy build-up, a massive surge of chronitons, and the ship is gone.”

“Okay…” Morales said, not sure if that was supposed to lead him to some conclusion.

“But look at this,” Porter continued, much to Morales’s relief. He expanded the view to show a wider region beyond the station. A point on the display began flashing. And then another. And another. Forming a line of dots leading away from Waystation. “See there? And there? Chronitons!”

“I don’t get it,” Russell said. “If they went back in time, why is there a trail of chronitons?”

“I don’t think they went anywhere…well, except that way,” Porter said, pointing to the trail. “The chroniton surge should have tipped me off. Why was it so uncontrolled? Somehow Kathy’s ship was storing the chronitons until she wanted to release them to hide what was really happening.”

“Which was?” Morales asked.

“They cloaked,” Russell said.

“Right,” Porter said. “Normally we wouldn’t see anything, but the ship must not have expelled all of the chronitons in the surge. They were still trickling out afterwards, and they weren’t masked by the cloaking device.”

“Zycam,” Morales said.

“Huh?” Russell asked.

“That’s what’s in the direction they’re heading. Zycam. The Romulan colony.”

“Convenient destination for a ship with a cloaking device,” Porter said.

“We’ve got to go after them,” Russell said.

“Jean-Luc Picard is going to be here in an hour,” Morales said. “I can’t…”

“I can,” Porter said. “There’s nothing about this ceremony that requires my presence. I’ll take the Wayward and…”

“I’m coming with you,” Russell said.

“You can take the Wayward,” Morales said to Porter. “But you’re not going,” he added to Russell. “I’m sorry, but I need you here. You’re responsible for security at this event.”

“Waits can handle it.”

“Maybe, but maybe not. You need to be here. I’d love to let you go, but President Dillon would have both of our heads if the man in charge of all of the security arrangements up and left.”

“Craig can’t go along. He needs someone to handle the weapons.”

“He won’t be alone,” Morales said.

“No offense, Commander, but I don’t want a bunch of junior officers on something like this,” Porter said.

“I was thinking of Steph.”

“Now her, I’ll take,” Porter said grinning. “And I mean that in a completely non-lascivious kind of way.”

“I changed my mind.”

“Too late. Give me your girlfriend.”

“Um…”

“I’m serious,” Porter said, rushing toward the turbolift. “Tell her to meet me at the Wayward. I’ll be the one in the tuxedo holding the roses.” The turbolift doors closed, and Porter was gone.

“It’s NOT a DATE!” Morales shouted after him.

“I don’t think he can hear you,” Russell said.

“And I think I liked it better when we all weren’t speaking to each other,” Morales muttered.



Yeoman Tina Jones tugged at her dress uniform yet again as she looked nervously from Commander Morales to the space beyond Docking Bay Two.

“I can’t do this,” she said finally, turning to head toward the door.

Morales grabbed her collar and spun her back around. “You’re fine,” he said firmly.

“I’m not fine! I’m a wreck! I can’t do this. I’m going to screw it up. I’m going to embarrass the station. It’s going to be awful!”

“Tina, come on! You greet visitors all the time. This isn’t any different.”

“This is Jean-Luc Picard!”

“So? Big deal. You talk to the President of the Federation on a regular basis. He’s way more important than Picard.”

“But I knew Bradley before he became President. Picard is a legend. I’m not ready to meet a legend. I can’t do it.”

“You have to.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Yes, you do. He’s here.”

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Jones screamed as the runabout carrying Picard slid through the docking bay force field and touched down on the deck.

“Don’t make me drag you up there,” Morales said, stepping toward the runabout. Jones nodded numbly and followed. She froze briefly as the runabout hatch opened, but a stern glance from Morales had her moving again.

Before she knew it, he was standing in the door frame. Jean-Luc Picard. Captain of the Enterprise. Hero of the Federation. Living legend.

Wow. He was a lot shorter in person.

“Captain Picard,” Morales said, extending his hand to their guest. “Welcome to Waystation. I am Commander Walter Morales, First Officer. This is our Liaison Officer, Yeoman Tina Jones.”

“Delighted,” Picard said without a hint of delight in his voice as he shook Morales’s hand and then Jones’s. Jones resisted the urge to faint as Picard took her hand. His grip was a lot less firm than she was expecting. Maybe he was just taking it easy on her.

“Captain Beck sends her regrets, but she was called away from the station on important business. We have every hope that she will return in time for the ceremony. I know she is anxious to meet you.”

“Of course,” Picard said, looking confused. “I thought President Dillon…”

“He also sends his regrets. He was needed in a meeting some kind,” Morales said. “I must get back to Ops to monitor a mission, but Yeoman Jones here will see to your needs. Enjoy your stay.” And with that, Morales rushed out, leaving Jones alone with Picard.

“So…first time here?” Jones asked. What? What did she just say? Of course it was his first time here! She’d been on the station since it was built! She’d know if he’d ever been here.

“Yes,” Picard said.

“Why don’t we go to your quarters,” Jones said.

“You want to go to my quarters with me?”

“Yes. I can take care of any of your needs once we get there.”

“My needs. Ah. Yeoman, are you propositioning me?”

“NO!!!” Jones cried. “Why would you think…” She trailed off, running through the conversation. Hmm…she offered to go to his quarters with him and take care of all of his needs. “Oh. Yeah. That’s really not what I meant.”

“I should hope not,” Picard said. “I’m sure you’re a wonderful person and a fine officer, but I have no interest in…”

“It’s okay,” Jones said quickly. “I don’t either. Not that it wouldn’t be an honor. And I’m sure you’re very good, being so experienced and all. I mean…I’m just going to shut up and take you to your quarters now.”

“Thank you,” Picard said.

Jones led him out of the docking bay and across the corridor into the turbolift, which she ordered to the VIP section. After several seconds, she just couldn’t stand the silence any more.

“Is it just you?” Jones asked.

“Pardon me?”

“Coming to the ceremony. I would think your crewmates would want to be here.”

“They all had…other plans,” Picard said darkly.

“Really? That’s surprising. The press makes it sound like all of you are really close. If it were my friend, I’d want to watch him getting an award like this.”

“Yeoman…”

“I mean, this is a lifetime achievement award. And you’re getting it from the President of the Federation himself. How often in a person’s life does that kind of thing happen? Well, once I guess, since it’s a lifetime achievement award.”

“Yeoman, please…”

“Unless you’re a Trill…or a Bracktian. I guess in that case you could get a bunch of them. Well, the symbiont could. And Yynsians technically could. My point is that this is a pretty big deal, and your friends aren’t here.”

“None of them wanted to come here!” Picard shouted. “And if the President had granted my request to accept this particular honor live via subspace, I wouldn’t be here either! All right? Do you understand now?”

“Are all legends this rude?” Jones asked. She let out a huff and turned away from Picard, deciding that riding in silence wouldn’t be such a bad thing after all.



She got what she came for. It wasn’t exactly in the form she wanted, but at least the Romulans had held up their end of the deal, Dr. Kathy Beck thought as she sped away from Zycam in her non-time traveling timeship. With any luck, though, it wouldn’t be non-time traveling for long. All she had to do now was get back to her lab, read through page after page of Romulan temporal physics research, and get their ideas implemented before Lisa came after her.

If Lisa came after her.

Her sister was a Starfleet captain after all, and now she was in Romulan hands. Tarmak may have been done with her, but the Romulan High Command would probably be very interested in speaking with Lisa.

She may have just doomed her own sister to a life of torture and imprisonment and, in doing so, committed treason against the Federation.

Kathy pushed the thought out of her mind and went back to her mantra. When the timeship worked, none of this would matter. Once she went back in time and rescued their parents, Kathy and Lisa’s lives would completely change. None of the current circumstances would even come to pass.

And whether she realized it or not, Lisa was doing her part to make it happen. Her suffering would be temporary. Anything the Romulans learned would be temporary.

Kathy would fix it all.

The timeship’s limited sensors alerted her to a vessel closing rapidly to aft. She was no expert, but they sure as hell looked like they were chasing after her. As the ship got closer, the sensors were finally able to identify it as a Romulan scout ship. Maybe she’d forgotten something on Zycam, and they were coming to deliver it.

Who was she kidding? She hadn’t forgotten anything. She’d been used, just as she’d feared would happen from the first time Tarmak contacted her. Now they were coming dispose of the evidence. And there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it. The timeship was defenseless. One shot, and she’d be history. A disruptor blast slammed into the rear of the ship, taking out the engines instantly. Why didn’t they go for the kill?

Because it would be obvious to anyone who discovered the debris that the ship was destroyed by disruptor fire. A light shot, however, might not even be noticed if the ship looked like it blew up from a massive engine malfunction.

They were going to board the timeship. They were going to board it, incapacitate her somehow, and blow the whole thing up. No one would ever know what really happened.

If they thought it was going to be that easy, these Romulans were going to be in for a surprise. Kathy scrambled out of her seat and ran back to the cabinet where she’d stashed Lisa’s phaser after she’d drugged her sister on their way to Zycam. Let the Romulans beam in. She’d take them out.

Grabbing the phaser, she turned toward the front of the ship just in time to see a fast-moving streak zoom past the viewport, sailing overhead. Kathy raced to back to her seat and pulled up the rear view as the newcomer positioned itself between the timeship and the Romulans. She was unfamiliar with the ship design that had charged to her rescue, but the markings on it made one thing obvious: it was Starfleet. The Romulan scout ship, possibly realizing that it was out-gunned, about to start an incident with the Federation, or maybe both, turned and fled.

Before Kathy could feel any kind of relief, if any relief was going to be coming once the truth was out, two figures materialized in the timeship’s cockpit. One was Craig Porter, the other a female marine.

“Where is she?” Porter demanded.

“She’s okay,” Kathy said, approaching her rescuers. “They promised me.”

“WHO promised you?” the marine said, just as demandingly.

Kathy hesitated a moment, unable to hide the guilt she felt.

“The Romulans,” Porter said.

“YOU GAVE LISA TO THE ROMULANS!” the marine bellowed. Kathy finally really looked at the woman. That face. She knew that face. It was…

“Steph?” Kathy asked surprised.

She was even more surprised a moment later when Stephanie Hodges’ fist slammed into her face.

“That explains the direct route to Zycam,” Porter said, trying not to show too much of the pleasure he was feeling at seeing Hodges flatten Kathy. “What’d they offer you?”

“Information,” Kathy said, picking herself up off of the deck. “What you wouldn’t give me.”

Porter spotted the Romulan padd on the co-pilot’s seat and snatched it up, quickly scrolling through its contents. “Good luck with this,” he said after a few moments.

“What do you mean?”

“It’s garbage. Random gibberish and idle speculation. What the hell do the Romulans know about time travel?”

“I don’t know. That’s what I wanted to find out.”

“Do the Romulans rule the quadrant?”

“Huh?”

“I’m asking you, do the Romulans rule the quadrant?” Porter repeated.

“No.”

“So don’t you think that, if they knew anything about time travel, they would, being Romulans and all, have used it to their advantage by now and taken over?”

“Maybe.”

“You betrayed your own sister for a bunch of useless crap!” Hodges said, advancing on Kathy.

“You don’t know that!” Kathy replied, her voice growing frantic. “The answer could be in there. The Romulans might not even know they have it, but they could!”

“They tricked you. Big surprise there,” Porter said. “Now we’re going to try to fix it.”

“You’re going to rescue her?” Kathy said. “Are you insane? She’s surrounded by Romulans with who knows how many ships. And it’s just the two of you in that one little ship. Even if you made it into orbit and beamed down, you’d never get near her.”

“Do you know where she was being held?” Hodges asked.

“Yes.”

“Then we’ll be fine.”

“She brought friends,” Porter said. It had been a pleasant surprise when Hodges showed up in the docking bay with a number of Federation Marines. Evidently her power over Colonel Lazlo (resulting from him shooting her) allowed her to commandeer some help “And as for getting into orbit,” Porter continued, “you’ll be helping us out with that, too.” He turned to Hodges. “Take her back to the Wayward. I’ll get the cloaking device.”

“You know about that?” Kathy asked surprised.

“How do you think we found you?” Porter replied. “It was a pretty light show, though. Gotta hand you that. And you’ll have to show me sometime how you managed to store those chronometric particles.”

“Less engineering. More rescuing,” Hodges said.

“I’m on it,” Porter said, heading toward the rear of the time ship. “See you back on the Wayward.”

“We’ll be waiting,” Hodges said. “Just don’t take too long. I might start punching her again.”

“I’m not sure if that’s an incentive or not.”



“Good evening, ladies, gentlemen, and beings of indeterminate, multiple, or other genders. Welcome to this evening’s AWN exclusive presentation of The UFP Honors…Captain Jean-Luc Picard. Live from Waystation! I’m Joan Redding, and tonight we’ll join the elite of the Alpha Quadrant as they gather to honor one of Starfleet’s brightest stars. I’m here just outside the beautiful Waystation arboretum bringing you all the excitement as the luminaries arrive.”



Commander Morales, who was watching Redding’s broadcast from a monitoring area that had been hastily set up in the horticultural supply room (i.e. the shed) just off of the arboretum, leaned over to Yeoman Jones. “We have luminaries?”

“She’s overselling it a bit,” Jones replied. “But it’s showbiz.”

“Just who did accept invitations?”

“People.”

“What people?”

“People who know Captain Picard.”

“Are they going to be people he wants to see?”

“Umm…maybe?” Jones replied weakly.



There was a certainly delicious irony to the situation, if one was willing to look past the seriousness for a moment. Here they were, in a Starfleet ship, cloaked, and in orbit around a Romulan world. It was enough to make Porter think for a moment that they were in some kind of strange mirror universe…not that he would have wished for that. Still, there was something fun about the whole “I can see you, but you can’t see me” part of this.

Stephanie Hodges, however, didn’t seem to be in the mood to appreciate delicious ironies or anything else for that matter.

“You’re certain it was that building,” Hodges snapped, pointing at the building shown on the scans displayed on the monitor in front of her.

“Yes,” Kathy Beck replied firmly. “They had Lisa in there.”

Hodges looked to Porter. “I’m not reading human life- signs,” Porter replied. “But then I’m not reading them anywhere on the planet.”

“Maybe they killed her,” Kathy said.

“Do you want me to punch you again?” Hodges shouted.

“Other than the death thing, Kathy either knows what she’s talking about, or she’s lucky enough to have identified the only building that’s sending anomalous scan readings,” Porter said.

“What do you mean ‘anomalous’?” Hodges asked.

“He means like a jamming field,” Kathy said.

“It’s a possibility,” Porter said. “But it’s only hiding the basement level…and whatever might be below that…if anything. If it’s a jammer…”

“I get it,” Hodges said. “What do we do?”

“I can’t order the Federation Marines to do anything,” Porter replied. “However, the jamming field is most likely covering the area where they’re holding the captain. If you can get inside it, you should be able to scan for her. But if you go down there, you’re talking about making an incursion into Romulan territory that could be seen as an act of war.”

“If she’s down there, they made the first strike.”

“Ah yes. ‘They started it.’ The lynch-pin of diplomatic negotiations for centuries.”

“Craig,” Hodges warned.

“I just had to state the situation for the record,” Porter said.

“And?”

“And I think she’s alive down there.”

Hodges nodded. “Hodges to O’Neal. We’re going in.”



“Hello, ma’am. That is an amazing dress you’re wearing.”

“Why thank you,” the stunning brunette said, doing a little spin in front of Redding to show off the gown and the figure it was flattering.

“And you are?”

“No names. But Jean-Luc would know me as Ardra.”

“Are you close to the captain?”

“Close? Are you kidding? If things had gone just a little differently, he’d be my love slave right now,” Ardra replied, giving the holocam a sultry smile designed to inflame the hearts and a few other parts of the folks watching at home.



Hodges expected to hear alarm klaxons blaring as soon as she, Lieutenant Colonel Dan O’Neal, and the rest of the small squad of Federation Marines they’d brought materialized inside the governmental complex on Zycam, but there was only silence.

Either they were dealing with a less-well-protected building than they thought, or the alarm was sounding at a frequency only Romulans could hear. She was hoping for the former.

She pointed at Corporal Sheppard, who pulled out a scanner. Sheppard watched the device for a few moments, then shook her head. They were still seeing the effects of the jamming field.

Hodges nodded to O’Neal, who gestured for the squad to move forward. They rounded a corner and found a Romulan custodian cleaning the glass door of the entrance to a room that, if Kathy was right, should be the waiting room adjoining the corridor she’d last seen Captain Beck dragged down.

The custodian seemed to be occupied with his work and completely unaware of anything resembling an alarm. That was a good sign.

An even better sign was that O’Neal was able to slip up behind the man, zap him with a neutralizer, and lower his unconscious body to the floor without a single sound.

Hodges couldn’t help but smile. This might almost be fun.



“And who is this handsome gentleman?”

“Jason Vigo,” the nervous man in front of Redding said, leaning unnecessarily into the camera to be heard.

“Vigo. Vigo. Ah. Of the Nerali Vigos. I’m sure Captain Picard will be honored to have a representative from one of Alpha Centauri’s oldest and most prestigious families here on his special night.”

“Actually, I’m from Camor Five.”

“From the ruling family of Camor Five?” Redding asked hopefully.

“Sorry. I’m just here to see Jean-Luc.”

“So you are friends then?”

“You could say that. I was told he was my dad.”

“Your dad? As in you’re his illegitimate love child?”

“That’s what the Ferengi told me. It’s not true, though.”

“Of course it isn’t.”

“No really. This Daimon altered my DNA to be like Jean-Luc’s, so that he could get revenge for something that happened a long time ago.”

“And you bought that story?”

“It’s the truth!”

“Of course it is.”



While Sedna’s life wasn’t the most exciting, there were worse duties one could have in the service of the Empire. And frankly, at her age, running the reception desk of the Interrogation and Extraction Center on Zycam was all the excitement Sedna could handle. How many people were there to interrogate on a colony in the middle of nowhere?

Not many. Which was fine with her.

It gave her more time to work on the ear covers for her new great-great granddaughter.

No excitement required.

Too bad the universe often has other plans.

On the other side of the entry doors to the waiting room, Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal counted off silently on his fingers. Three…two…one…

And with a quick point, he and the other marines burst into the waiting room, ready to take down any threat.

Sedna looked up from her knitting. “Do you have an appoint–”

Before the elderly Romulan woman could even finish the sentence, a marine was on top of her, jamming something against her neck. She collapsed to the desk, the impact cushioned by the ball of pink yarn in front of her.

“Room secure,” O’Neal said, nodding with satisfaction. “Kintasa, hold this position.” O’Neal pointed at the door on the opposite side of the waiting room, and in a flash the other marines were running through it, deeper into the Romulan complex.

Hodges did her fair share of grumbling about the amount of training the marines went through, but she had to admit that in times like this, it was all worth it.



Finally! Someone who looks official, Joan Redding thought as the alien male in regal robes strode toward her.

“Good evening, sir,” she said, stepping into his path. “Joan Redding. AWN News. Who am I addressing?”

“Voval,” the man said with a deep bow. “Ambassador from Iyaar.”

“This is a pleasure, Mister Ambassador,” Redding said, brightening. “What brings you to the ceremony night?”

“Why Jean-Luc Picard, of course,” Voval replied with a smile.

“You have met the captain, then.”

“Yes, yes I have. He has done a great deal to help relations between my people and the Federation. And I, personally, have learned a great deal from him.”

“I’m sure he appreciates your gratitude.”

“I hope so. I cannot thank him enough for teaching me the ways of love.”

“Love?” Redding asked hesitantly.

“Yes indeed. I will always remember our time together.”

“Uh huh.”



Beck had been here. Hodges was sure of it. She rushed over to the empty chair in the middle of the interrogation room and closely checked the seat back, coming up moments later with a long red hair. She’d joked for years that Lisa was going to go bald from shedding one of these days. That hair of hers just seemed to end up everywhere. Now she was grateful for it.

“What is it, Lieutenant?” O’Neal asked, walking over.

“Lisa…Captain Beck,” Hodges said, showing him the hair. O’Neal nodded, then pointed toward Sheppard, who pulled out her scanner. Hodges, meanwhile, could barely contain her urge to charge back to the waiting room and rough up the old lady at the desk until she told her just where the hell Lisa was. Of course, her unconsciousness would be a bit of an obstacle to her ability to provide information at the moment.

After what seemed like an eternity, Sheppard nodded. “I’ve got her,” she said and started off back into the long corridor they’d come down from the waiting room with the marines taking up positions around her. After several turns, they descended a set of stairs into a block of holding cells. The Romulan guarding the cells obviously wasn’t expecting visitors, since he was fast asleep when the marines came to call. He managed a groggy “Whahuh?” before Hodges took him out with a rifle butt to the head. O’Neal looked at her disapprovingly, then had Copeland inject him with a hypospray to finish the job.

Sheppard led the group to a cell about half way down the corridor. Hodges practically shoved the corporal aside and activated the door. The heavy metal slab slid aside revealing a completely dark interior.

“Lisa?” Hodges asked, stepping forward.

After receiving no response, she looked back at Sheppard questioningly.

“I’m reading human lifesigns inside,” Sheppard said.

Hodges cautiously moved farther in…

…then tumbled to the floor as she tripped over something.

She quickly realized that the something was a person.

“Lisa!” she exclaimed.

There was still no response.

“No no. Don’t do this to me,” Hodges said, grabbing onto the arms of the cell’s occupant and dragging her out into the light of the corridor.

It was Lisa Beck, all right. And she was breathing.

That was a relief…at least until Hodges got a good look at Beck’s eyes, fixed open and staring ahead blankly.



“Good evening…sir,” Joan Redding said, trying not to let her nervousness show as the Cardassian in front of her glared back, his eyes seeming to penetrate the deepest corners of her mind. “What an honor to have guests from Cardassia here tonight.”



The Cardassian said nothing.

“May I ask your name?” Redding said, the last word coming out almost as a squeak.

“Madred. Gul Madred.”

“Thank you, Gul,” Redding said, relieved that her latest interview subject had actually decided to speak to her and not kill her. Or leave dead air. Dead air was the worst. “Are you representing Cardassia on an official basis tonight?”

“No. My reasons to be here are…personal.”

“Ah. So you have faced Captain Picard before.”

“In a sense. He was taken from me before I was finished.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“But I’ll tell you something,” Madred said, leaning in conspiratorially.

“Yes?”

“I’ve seen him naked.”

Redding pulled away and tried to ignore the discomforting smile on the Cardassian’s face. “Well… How…nice for you.”



Out they ran. With Captain Beck supported between Hodges and O’Neal, the Federation Marines raced out of the cell block, back up the stairs, through the corridors, until they approached the waiting room.

“Kintasa to O’Neal,” the Lieutenant Colonel’s communicator barked suddenly.

“Go,” O’Neal said.

“I can hear something in the corridor. I think they’re coming for us.”

“We’re almost there,” O’Neal said.

“Hodges to Porter,” Hodges said, going for her own communicator.

“Porter here. Do you have her?” the Starfleet officer replied from the Wayward high above them.

“Yes, but we need to get out of here. Can you see us? Are we out of the effects of the jamming field?”

“Almost. You’re fading in and out. It looks like one of you is standing in an open area ahead of your current position. That signal is clear. Can you get there?”

“That’s the plan, but we may have a welcoming committee when we arrive.”

“Ewww. I see them,” Porter said. “The good news is that you should get there a second or two earlier. That’s all I’ll need.”

“Now’s no time to be over-selling your abilities,” Hodges said as she and O’Neal burst into the waiting room with Beck. She expected a smart remark in reply. What she got instead was the tingling grip of a transporter.

An instant later, she was standing in the mess hall/sickbay of the Wayward with the other marines. Porter jogged in a few moments after that.

“I had to route everyone here,” he said. “The transporter isn’t exactly built for group beaming, and I had a feeling no one wanted to wait in line to get here.”

“No,” Hodges said firmly.

O’Neal nodded, clearly pleased. “Excellent extraction, everyone. Nicely done. Not a single casualty.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Hodges said, kicking the top of a mess hall table, which flipped over revealing the biobed underneath.”

“I knew we should have brought Doctor Diantha,” Porter said, rushing over to help Hodges get Beck onto the table. He looked into his captain’s blank eyes and shuddered. “What the hell did they do to her?”

“We don’t know,” Hodges said. “She was like this when we found her.”

“Completely catatonic,” O’Neal said as Porter started the bioscans. He was no doctor, but hopefully he could piece together enough to get an idea what was wrong with Beck, even if he couldn’t help her.

“Synaptic activity is reduced, and there are signs of neural stress.”

“Like she was thinking really hard?” O’Neal asked. “About what? Could that even do this?”

“I don’t think it’s something you’ll ever have to be concerned about,” Porter said. “No, these are the signs of telepathic contact, just to an extreme extent. I think she was fighting it. And look at these small bruises on her face. Look at the placement.”

Hodges put her hand against the side of Beck’s face, her fingertips almost exactly matching up with the bruises. Someone with a bigger hand would fit perfectly.

“A mind meld,” Hodges said.

“A two-hander by the looks of it,” Porter said.

“They ripped her mind apart.”

“We’ll get her back.”

“You don’t know that, Craig. There may be nothing to get back. Look at her! She’s barely blinked since we got her up here!”

“We just need to get back to Waystation,” Porter said. “Get her to a doctor.”

“Craig?” Kathy Beck’s voice asked hesitantly. Porter and Hodges looked up and saw the captain’s sister standing the doorway. “Is she okay?”

Hodges balled up her fists and made a move toward her, but Porter grabbed her arm, stopping her.

“Do you want Doctor Beck confined to quarters?” O’Neal asked, an edge of anger evident in his voice.

“Craig, please. I want to see her,” Kathy begged.

“Yeah,” Porter said, waving her in. “You might as well see the results of your handiwork.”

Kathy paused for a moment, struck by verbal slap. Surrounded by room full of heavily-armed people whom she knew probably would have no qualms about killing her for what she’d done, Kathy approached the biobed and looked down at Lisa, her sister’s eyes gazing back at her lifelessly.

“Lisa,” she said softly, leaning over. “It’s Kathy. I know you can’t hear me, but I’m sorry. I’m so GUURRRRRRK!”

Beck’s hand had suddenly shot up and grabbed her sister by the throat.

“You,” Beck hissed, pulling herself into a sitting position without releasing her grip in the slightest. “You fu…”

“Wow,” Porter said. “I’ve heard that the voice of a loved one could be therapeutic, but I had no idea it would be this effective. This is a miracle, I tell you! A miracle!”

“GUURRRRRRKKKK!” Kathy croaked, her eyes bulging.

“Oh talk some more. Maybe she’ll squeeze harder.”

Beck shoved Kathy aside roughly, releasing her hold on her sister’s throat. Kathy dropped to the deck, gasping for breath. Not surprisingly, no one moved to help her.

“Help me up,” Beck said slumping over after her energy burst that had used up the last she had in her.

“Maybe you should lay down for a bit longer,” Porter said.

“Waystation.”

“We’re on our way back there now. Just rest.”

“Can’t. They…have my command codes. Romulans are on their way.”

Porter froze. The mind meld. He was so focused on Beck that he didn’t stop to think about why the Romulans would meld with her…or how for that matter, but that was a question for another time.

“I’ll comm the station,” Porter said, running for the door.

“I’d better take the helm,” Hodges added, shooting Kathy a glare, then chasing after him.

“It wasn’t supposed to be like this, Lisa,” Kathy said imploring. “I swear…”

“I don’t care,” Beck said, taking a slightly wobbly step toward the exit. She quickly steadied herself and turned on her sister. “But I want you to remember something. Everything that happens now. Every death, every injury, every little scratch that is suffered in dealing with this will be because of you. And it’s now my life’s mission to make sure you’re held accountable. Hell, you’re going to be damn lucky if I don’t just kill you myself.”

“Lisa…”

“O’Neal, confine her to quarters. I don’t want to see her until this is over. We have work to do.”

“Yes, ma’am,” O’Neal said, sternly eying Kathy.

Mustering as much strength as she could, Beck strode out of the mess hall without looking back.



“Governor, we have received word from Zycam,” Commander Brella said, stepping into the observation lounge at the fore of the Warbird Weetabix.

Tarmak turned away from the front viewports to face his subordinate. “Is there a problem?”

“The Aertran was unable to destroy Doctor Beck’s ship due to the intervention of Starfleet, and Captain Beck is missing from her cell,” Brella replied hesitantly. This was a little more than a problem. This was a disaster! Everything was falling apart!

“Oh well,” Tarmak said with a slight shrug.

Brella blinked. Did she really just hear that?

“Oh…well?” she asked.

Tarmak smiled slightly and turned back to the front viewport where the massive upper saucer of Waystation loomed ahead of them. “It hardly matters now,” he said. “Begin Phase One.”

“Yes, Governor,” Brella said with a crisp bow before leaving the room. That had gone a lot better than she’d expected. Of course, she’d been expecting insane rage. Tarmak’s lack of caring was almost anti-climactic. Not that she wanted to be yelled at, but he could be a little annoyed that their forces had failed so miserably. There was Romulan pride to think about after all.

But then Tarmak had bigger issues to think about.

Such as Phase One.

Which Brella was supposed to be implementing right about now.

Better do it.

Now.

And stop thinking about…

Oh, just get on with it!!!



A transporter beam coalesced in an out-of-the-way storage closet on Deck 38. Generally, this would not be the type of place anyone would use as a beam-in site. It was small, dark, and really just not all that pleasant.

The odd-shaped device that appeared on the floor of said closet didn’t mind a bit, though.

For it’s purposes, this spot was perfect.



Up in Ops, the tactical and science/operations consoles were alerted to the unauthorized transport at the same time. Starfleet sensors were good at that sort of thing. It took Lieutenant Mason, who was manning the science/operations console, a moment to notice the alert.

“Something’s going on,” he said to Lieutenant Laru Hassna, who was just returning to the tactical console after a potty break.

“What kind of something?” Laru replied, jogging over to her console.

“I don’t know yet. Checking.”



The odd-shaped device, which looked quite a bit like a bunch of cobbled-together junk, had three basic functions:


	It gave off human lifesigns. Lisa Beck’s to be specific, thanks to scans of her taken on Zycam. And thanks to her commbadge, which had been confiscated from her and was now embedded in the device, it would appear to anyone paying attention that Captain Beck was currently standing in a closet on Deck 38.


	Using samples of Captain Beck’s speech recorded during her interrogation and meticulously edited, the device played the following: “Computer, this is Captain Lisa Beck. Erase all records of the last transport to this location and end detection of transport functions from now on.”




Now any live being listening to this cobbled together recording would have instantly known something was up. The computer, however, only cared that it was Beck’s voice coming from what it thought was Beck’s body. The fact that one word was normal and the next exceptionally strained didn’t matter to it one bit.

This led to the final and most important function -


	“Computer, this is Captain Lisa Beck, transport all station command functions to the next person to tell you the password. Command authorization Beck eta six three nine epsilon tarheel. The password is Kathy.”





“What am I looking for?” Lieutenant Laru asked, checking the tactical console.

“Um…I’m not sure,” Mason replied. There had been an alert. He was sure of it. But there was nothing there now.

“This ceremony has me jumpy too,” Laru said sympathetically.

“Yeah,” Mason said confused. “Jumpy.”

“Don’t worry. The computer will let us know if there’s a problem.”



Meanwhile, a problem was just materializing in a maintenance bay just a few doors down from the entrance to the Waystation arboretum. Several problems, actually, if you wanted to count each of the 30 or so Romulans in this group individually. The head problem, Tarmak, surveyed the less than impressive surroundings. He wouldn’t call it a grand entrance, but it would do for now. He had far bigger goals to accomplish.

“Computer, I am Tarmak. Transfer all station command functions to me. Password: Kathy.”

“Acknowledged,” the computer said, unconcerned that it was handing over control to a Romulan. It was following the captain’s orders after all. “Command transfer complete. Please state new command authorization code.”

“Negawik sevvaam lortab nasonel.”

“Confirmed.”

Satisfied, Tarmak turned to Brella. “Find the broadcast of the award ceremony,” he ordered, pointing at a nearby monitor. “Let’s see if they’re ready for us.”

“Ready?” Brella asked. “We’re attacking them. How ready do we want them to be?”

“President Dillon and Picard must be where we can reach them,” Tarmak said. “It’s all about timing. You have to know when to make an entrance.”

Yes, his entrance into this room on Waystation hadn’t been all that impressive, but his next one into the arboretum would be something to see.

And Bradley Dillon and Jean-Luc Picard would have front row seats.



Porter yanked the earpiece away from his head and tossed it at the console in front of him.

“Still no answer, huh?” Hodges asked.

“No,” Porter said. “I’m not even getting the ‘all Federation representatives’ are busy message.”

“Did you try Dillon Enterprises?”

“Everything from that on down to the Earthly Eats carryout commline. No messages are getting to the station.”

“Which wouldn’t be that hard for someone with the command codes to make happen,” Captain Beck said from the seat behind them.

Porter spun his seat around, got up, and headed toward the cockpit door. “I’m going to see if I can’t get a little more out of the engines.”

“Thanks, Craig,” Beck said tiredly. Porter nodded and left for the Wayward’s tiny engineering section.

“Do you think they’re okay?” Hodges asked.

“Tarmak wanted Bradley and Captain Picard. I don’t think he was interested in anybody else,” Beck replied, slipping into the seat Porter just vacated. “The ceremony should be starting now. That would tell us something.” She activated the monitor beside her and tuned it to the AWN feed. Joan Redding was babbling on about the extreme excitement of the occasion.

“Looks pretty normal for a station under siege,” Hodges remarked.

“No kidding,” Beck said confused. “What the hell is happening over there?”



“It looks like everyone is settled…finally. And Fleet Admiral Ra’al’s ship is running late, so we’re supposed to get started without her,” Yeoman Jones said, the irritation evident in her voice as she stood in front of the monitor bank in the control area that had been set up in the arboretum shed and stared at the video feed coming from the ceremony. She turned to Commander Morales. “Get ready to cue the Federation anthem.”

“How did I get stuck with this job?” Morales muttered from the small console Jones had planted him in front of.

“Everybody else had important assignments,” she said.

“But I’m in command,” Morales whined.

“And as commanding officer, your first duty is to make sure this ceremony goes smoothly. Now get ready to cue…”

“Excuse me,” a voice interrupted. Morales and Jones turned their heads and saw Gisele (no one knew if she had a last name), Bradley Dillon’s personal assistant, stepping into the control area.

“Oh no,” Jones said. “Is everything okay with President Dillon? He’s here, isn’t he? Please tell me he’s here!”

“Mister Dillon is here,” Gisele said. “He’s just asked me to deliver this to you,” she added, handing a padd to Jones.

“What’s this?”

“Mister Dillon has made some changes to the program.”

“Changes? Now? We can’t have changes now! We’re starting!”

The lights suddenly dimmed in the arboretum as music began to play.

“What did you do?” Jones demanded, whipping around toward Morales. “I didn’t tell you to do anything!”

“I didn’t!” Morales said.

“Mister Dillon did. It’s all on the padd,” Gisele said. “Enjoy the show.”

“Um…thanks,” Jones said weakly as Gisele exited the control area.

“I guess this means we’re off the hook, huh?” Morales said.

Jones stared at him blankly and then…

“HE TOOK OVER MY SHOW!!!!”



“Is that Captain Picard?” Commander Brella asked, squinting at the image on the monitor in the maintenance bay.

“Jean-Luc Picard is a bald human male,” Tarmak said flatly. “That is a Horta in a tu-tu. Does it, in ANY WAY, resemble a bald human male?”

“They’re both hairless?”

“Remind me to have you executed when we get home.”



“The dance number’s a nice touch,” Morales said.

“I could have put in a dance number!” Jones snapped.

“I know you…”

“No one told me that they wanted a dance number! How was I supposed to plan a dance number when nobody would tell me they wanted one?”

“Um…well…”

“THIS WAS MY SHOW!!!”

“You mentioned that.”

“Shut up!”



He was a patient man. Long-term plans required patience. It was just one of those things. But even Tarmak was getting close to losing his Romulan cool.

“Is this twirling about ever going to end?” Commander Brella demanded, voicing the frustration Tarmak was feeling. Every time one of these so-called “opening acts” ended, another would take its place on the stage. Now there was some kind of Tamarian interpretive dance/dramatic recital going on. At least that’s what it looked like. For all Tarmak knew, it was news report. If the Tamarians were subjects of the Romulan Empire, this bizarre talking through stories issue of theirs would have been taken care of long ago…most likely though the extermination of their entire useless species.

Finally whatever was going on ended, the lights went down, and the Federation anthem began bombastically booming over the loudspeakers set up around the ceremony site. As the music reached its crescendo, a flood of bright spotlights lit up the stage. Standing in the center of their glow was Federation President Bradley Dillon, smiling broadly as he held his hands up in the air to receive the thunderous applause of those in the audience.

“Now that was an entrance,” Tarmak said appreciatively.

“Yours will be better,” Brella said.

“Yes, it will.”

On the monitor, Bradley launched into his welcoming remarks. “Good evening, Ladies, Gentlemen and others. I thank you all for joining us on this most special of occasions as we honor one of the finest officers that Starfleet has ever produced. A man who…”

“Find a way to mute him,” Tarmak said, turning away from the screen.

Brella looked confused. “Don’t you want…”

“I’m going to be sick.”

“Hitting mute,” she said quickly.

“Thank you. It’s time we were getting ready,” Tarmak said, stepping over to a nearby console. “Computer, display a schematic of this deck.” The computer complied, bringing the image up on the monitor on Tarmak’s console. He quickly located the arboretum and the maintenance bay. “Computer, seal off sections C and D of this deck. Flood the rest of the station with anesthezine.”



As Bradley Dillon’s speech rolled along, the occupants of the arboretum were blissfully unaware that some strange things were happening in other parts of the station.

“I’d like a McSnazz’t with…” THUD



“If you remove the sequins from this dress I will KILL you where you…” THUD



“Oh, Angelina. Someday I will find a way to whisk your program away from the confines of this cursed holodeck, freeing you to join me for an eternity of intimate…” THUD



“Why are we stuck in Ops? Nothing is going to happen. Wait. The computer says there’s been a release of…” THUD.



And Bradley Dillon was STILL babbling (silently, thankfully) on the monitor in the maintenance bay.

“He’s got to introduce Picard soon,” Tarmak muttered.

“Sure he does,” Brella said sarcastically.

“Is that remark supposed to mean something, Commander?”

“He’s a politician. And you know politicians. They’re in love with the sound of their own voices.”

“Are we now?” Tarmak said, eyes narrowing.

“Um…”

“Remind me to have you executed when we get home.”

“Again?”

“Commander!”

“Yes, Governor,” Brella said apologetically.

“As soon as Picard takes the stage, we will act,” Tarmak said, addressing the Centurions. “Quickly take your positions and put down any sign of resistance, but with surprise on our side, I am confident that you will be able to subdue the Federation officers without a shot.”

The Centurions nodded stiffly and raised their weapons to combat-readiness.

“Computer, raise shields,” Tarmak said before turning to Brella. “You will remain here and oversee the station. If the report from Zycam is correct, Starfleet may be coming for us.”

“But you’re in command,” Brella said.

“Of course I am.”

“No. I mean you have the station command codes.”

“Yes, I do.”

“If you have the codes and you’re at the ceremony, what am I supposed to do if there’s a problem? You don’t want me interrupting your moment of triumph, do you?”

“Absolutely not. Computer, transfer command functions to the next person to tell you the password. Command authorization negawik sevvaam lortab nasonel. The password is garoden.”

The computer chirped its acknowledgment just as, on the monitor, Bradley Dillon gestured off stage and began clapping. Moments later, Captain Jean-Luc Picard stepped uncomfortably into the spotlight.

“And there’s our cue,” Tarmak said.



“Oh wow am I bored,” Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell said as he barged into the tool shed/control room where Morales and Jones were watching the ceremony. He plopped down into a chair and looked over at Jones. “Why are you doing this to us?”

“My show would have been over by now,” Jones grumbled.

“Huh?”

“This has become a Bradley Dillon production,” Morales said.

“Should have guessed,” Russell said, idly tossing his phaser up into the air and catching it. “Have we heard from Craig?”

“Nothing yet. I’m sure he and Steph are fine, though. They wouldn’t do anything stupid.”

“Like taking on the Romulans single-handedly?”

“Exactly.”

“I don’t think they’ll have to deal with that many,” Jones said.

“What do you mean?” Morales said.

“It looks like most of them are here,” she replied, pointing at the monitor in front of her. Romulans were pouring out of the woods leading to the ceremony site and taking up positions around the audience. Russell’s security staff was quickly being disarmed and huddled into the middle of the area with the rest of the crowd.

As for Russell himself, he was nearly having a seizure. “No! Don’t just stand there! Run! Take cover! Shoot back!”

“What about the civilians? Don’t the regulations say that they aren’t supposed to risk innocent people?” Jones asked.

“Well…yeah. But…”

“I don’t think it matters now,” Morales said. “The Romulans seem to have things under control.”

“At least they don’t know about us,” Russell said.

“A second ago you were trying to get your people to start a firefight,” Jones said.

“Yeah, but that didn’t work, so why sacrifice ourselves when maybe we can wait the Romulans out?”

“Or we could come up with a plan to deal with them,” Morales said.

“That too.”



Never had space seemed so vast to Captain Beck as right now. The Wayward was moving as fast as Porter and Hodges could make it go, which was certainly well beyond the vessel’s design specs. She knew that Craig and Steph were the best two people in the universe to have with her in the current situation.

But it just wasn’t enough.

Her station was in danger, and she wasn’t there to prevent whatever Tarmak had planned for Bradley and Picard.

Worse than that, Beck had given Tarmak the keys to the place.

Okay. They’d been ripped from her head against her will, but the Vulcans Tarmak had hired to get the command codes from her had found a bit more than they bargained for inside her mind. Leximas’ training and a couple of encounters with higher beings had seen to that.

They’d gotten what they wanted in the end, though.

And Great Bird, was Bradley Dillon ever going to stop babbling? Beck had long ago muted the monitor.

Finally, it looked like Bradley was wrapping things up and introducing Picard. She unmuted the monitor as the legendary captain took the stage and waited for the applause to subside (although she was certain she was hearing at least one ‘boo’ in there.). Picard seemed uncomfortable with the whole affair, even more so after he did what appeared to be a couple of double takes at certain members of the audience.

After over a minute, the applause subsided, and Picard opened his mouth to speak. Suddenly, the camera swung away from the stage toward the tree line of the small forest behind the rows of chairs where a horde of Romulans were emerging. Moving with swift precision, the Romulans surrounded the crowd and disarmed the surprised members of the Waystation security forces guarding the event.

“Uh oh,” Hodges said from beside Beck.

“Uh oh? I think this qualifies for a bit more than that,” Beck said just as Tarmak stepped through his Centurions and advanced down the aisle running between the rows of seats toward the stage.



“President Dillon! Captain Picard! What a pleasure to see you both!” Tarmak declared, reaching the base of the stage.

“Do you know this guy?” Bradley asked, leaning over to Picard.

“No,” Picard replied darkly. “The nefarious woman in the third row, I know. The sadistic Cardassian in the fourth row, I know. The…”

“I get the point,” Bradley said, cutting Picard off, much to the captain’s surprise. He was not a man used to being cut off mid-sentence.

“Who are you?” Picard demanded of the Romulan climbing the stage steps toward them. “What is the meaning of this?”

“Come, Captain,” Bradley said, suddenly remembering the identity of the newcomer. “Surely you recognize the esteemed Foreign Minister of the Romulan Empire. You are certainly welcome to join us, Tarmak. However, in the future when your government desires to attend a Federation function, I would encourage you to contact us in advance. I’m certain we could have arranged an invitation for you.”

An invitation? Maybe in his former post, the Federation would have given Tarmak one, but not now. Not after his demotion and humiliation.

“That is very kind of you,” Tarmak said. “But I have left the Ministry for another position in the local area. It’s Governor Tarmak now.”

“Ah. Well, since you’re now a neighbor, we definitely would have offered you an invitation,” Bradley said.

Tarmak froze briefly. He really could have just asked for an invitation? They would have just invited him aboard? That would have made this so much easier! Why couldn’t someone have told him this earlier!

He felt…felt…humiliated! AGAIN!

He whipped out a disruptor pistol and aimed it squarely at Bradley. “You have done this to me for the last time,” Tarmak seethed.

“Seeing as how I’m the one being held at gunpoint, I’m not exactly sure what I’ve done to you,” Bradley replied.

“You…both of you…have destroyed my life!”

“I don’t think I’ve ever even met you,” Picard said.

“You haven’t,” Tarmak said.

“Then why…”

“You managed to ruin things for me from afar!” Tarmak snapped, cutting Picard off. “You didn’t even consider the ramifications of what you were doing, did you?”

“What ramifications of what? What did I do?”

“You killed Praetor Shinzon!”

“He was trying to wipe out every life on Earth.”

“Yes, but did you have to kill him? Do you have any idea what kind of trouble that’s caused me?”

“I cannot say that I considered it,” Picard said.

“See!” Tarmak shouted. “And you,” he said, turning on Bradley, “you started this whole downward spiral in the first place.”

“By stopping you from seizing control of Earth in a trick treaty?” Bradley asked.

“Yes!”

“Ah. So let me get this straight. Since Captain Picard and I both saved the Earth from Romulan stratagems, we’ve inconvenienced you.”

“You’ve humiliated me!” Tarmak bellowed. There. He’d said. It was rather cathartic really. “The treaty was MY plan. Shinzon came to power because of MY help. They failed! Both of them. Because of you two! And now the time has come for my REVENGE!”



“Uh oh,” Steph Hodges said as Tarmak’s threat played on the monitor.

“Would you stop saying that?” Beck snapped.

“I prefer understatement to over-dramatic hysteria.”

“He’s threatening our president and Jean-Luc Picard! This isn’t the time for understatement. If we don’t do something soon, he’s going to…”

“We’re there.”

“Oh,” Beck said as Waystation grew quickly out the front viewport.

“The cloak is holding,” Porter reported from the seat behind Beck. “No Romulan ships are showing up on sensors. No big surprise there, though.”

“What about the station?” Beck asked. It was bad enough that a cloaked Romulan ship was skulking around, but Waystation was under the control of a dangerous man bent on vengeance.

“Station shields are up, and it looks like the intruder control system has been activated. I’ve got anesthezine readings everywhere except around the arboretum.”

“How many Romulans are we looking at?” Hodges asked.

“Thirty-two in the arboretum,” Porter said.

“We might be able to take them by surprise…if we can get through the shields,” Hodges said to Beck.

Beck shook her head. “Too many hostages.”

“Hmmm…” Porter muttered thoughtfully.

“Does the Wayward have anesthezine too? Maybe we could knock out the whole arboretum. We’d need a lot of it considering the size of the place, but it could…”

“Hang on,” Beck said. “Craig hmmmed.”

“Is that bad?”

“Depends. What are you hmmming about, Craig? Got a way we can take out close to three dozen Romulans?”

“I’m more interested in this one,” Porter said, pointing to the scan of Waystation on his screen. In another room a short distance from the large cluster of lifesigns in the arboretum was a lone Romulan sensor reading.”

“What is that room?” Beck asked.

“Maintenance bay.”

“Okay. So why is that Romulan in a maintenance bay all alone?” Hodges asked.

“I don’t know,” Porter replied. “I think we should go ask. I’ll see about getting us through the shields.”

“Preferably before Tarmak gets done babbling and starts his whole revenge thing,” Beck said.

“I don’t like deadlines,” Porter said.

“I don’t like anyone ending up dead.”

“Yeah okay. You win.”



Some people just couldn’t accept life’s setbacks, Bradley thought, considering the Romulan weapon currently trained on him. Sure Bradley had had his share of defeats over the years, but he didn’t go off and kill people over them. Well, there was that guy he had his Special Secret Section make disappear, but he had it coming.

Speaking of, where the hell was his Special Secret Section?

Suddenly, a battle cry went up from the forest, and Agent Anderson leapt out in the middle of executing a rather graceful- looking martial arts kick. If he didn’t know better, Bradley would swear the man was on wires.

Anderson’s boot connected cleanly with the Romulan Centurion closest to him, then the agent hit the ground and went into a roll.

Eight blasts slammed into him before he could make it back to his feet, and he lay on the ground unconscious.

Ah. So much for that.

Tarmak had watched the whole display rather disinterestedly, then turned his attention back to Bradley and Picard. Hmm…if Bradley and Picard had been paying attention to Tarmak instead of Anderson’s futile rescue efforts, they might have been able to overpower Tarmak while he wasn’t looking.

Again, so much for that.

“Surely you don’t mean to kill us with the entire quadrant watching?” Picard asked.

Bradley couldn’t help glaring at the Starfleet captain. What was he thinking? Of course Tarmak intended to kill them with the entire quadrant watching! That was the whole point! He wanted to get his revenge in front of an audience.

“I have no intentions of killing you,” Tarmak said.

Unless he wasn’t planning to kill them, Bradley thought, quickly amending himself.

“As I’ve come to learn,” the Romulan continued. “There are things far worse than death. For example, death would be far preferable to living with the humiliation I have suffered at your hands. The only proper revenge is to allow you to experience what I have been feeling for yourselves and then leave you to live with it day after DAY!”

“You intend to humiliate us then,” Picard said.

“Yes I do.”

“We are above such…”

“Take your clothes off,” Tarmak ordered.

“I most certainly will not!” Picard cried.

“Strip!” Tarmak said, jamming his disruptor toward Picard. “Now! Both of you!”

In the audience, Gul Madred got to his feet. “Oh come on! I’ve already seen that!” Tarmak’s arm whipped toward the Cardassian interrogator, and he fired. Stunned, Madred slumped back into his seat.

“NOW!” Tarmak repeated.

Bradley moved closer to Picard. “I’m just glad we’ll be doing this together,” Bradley said. “I don’t think we could handle the shame of having to disrobe individually.”

“Stop!” Tarmak said. “Do it one at a time.”

“With all due respect, Mister President, you aren’t helping,” Picard said.

“Then allow me to insist that I go first,” Bradley replied. “You are our honored guest at this ceremony, and I will not have you subjected to this indignity when I have the power to prevent it.”

“You don’t have that power,” Tarmak said. “Picard goes first.”

“Oh well. I did what I could,” Bradley said, retreating to the podium.

“And you’re going to fall for that?” Picard asked Tarmak.

“Fall for what?”

“His manipulation. He maneuvered you into making me go first.”

“Quit your whining and get stripping,” Tarmak said. “Or I start shooting audience members.”

Picard fixed Bradley with another cold glare, then began undoing his dress uniform jacket.



“I’ve got it,” Porter said, looking up from his console.

“We can take the shields down?” Beck asked.

“Not so much, but we can beam through them.”

“Oh!” Hodges exclaimed. “I’ve heard about this! There’s some kind of pattern to the shield frequency, and you can beam through it if you…”

“That doesn’t work with newer shields,” Porter said. “We’re just going to use the hole.”

“Wait. Did you say hole?” Beck asked. “There’s a hole in my shields?”

“It’s a very tiny one.”

“But it’s a hole.”

“Hey. Waystation is really big and oddly shaped. The shield generators do well, but if you look hard enough, there’s a tiny gap.”

“How tiny?”

“Three millimeters.”

“And you can transport us through it?”

“If our ace pilot here can hold the Wayward really really still, yes.”

“I can do that,” Hodges said. “But what if you need to beam back out for some reason?”

“Then stay by the hole.”

“All right,” Beck said. “Steph, you have the Wayward. Craig and I will take the marines and see what we can do.”

“I’ll be right here,” Hodges said.



“Slower!” Tarmak commanded. “I want this to be dramatic.”

“Believe me, I’m in no rush,” Picard muttered, unzipping his jacket ever so slowly.



“We can’t just sit here,” Yeoman Jones said.

“I believe that’s what I’ve been saying,” Commander Morales replied.

“Fine, but I wouldn’t recommend the front door,” Lieutenant Commander Russell said.

“I don’t suppose the computer will tell me if there’s a jefferies tube hatch in here,” Morales muttered. He’d quickly discovered after the Romulans’ arrival that the Waystation computer no longer considered him authorized to find out much of anything.

“We could check the floor,” Jones said.

“Sure. If you want to do it the obvious way,” Russell said.

“We’ll go with the obvious,” Morales said. “We’ll also not mention that I didn’t figure out the obvious, if you don’t mind.”

“Absolutely, sir,” Jones said with a slight smirk.



Captain Beck, Lieutenant Commander Porter, Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal and his contingent of marines (minus Hodges, who was waiting in the Wayward) materialized in the corridor just outside of the maintenance bay where Porter had detected the lone Romulan bio-signature.

Beck had every intention of giving some orders and such, as she was prone to do being the captain and all; however, before a sound could come out of her mouth, O’Neal launched into a flurry of hand signals. Before Beck knew it, the marines were storming into the maintenance bay.

Not one to be left out, she charged in after them and found that they had already subdued the room’s occupant, a Romulan female who was currently face-down on the deck and getting a lovely view of the carpet courtesy of the phaser rifle that was being jammed into the back of her skull.

“The area is secure, ma’am,” O’Neal said.

“No offense, but I’ll believe that when there aren’t a bunch of Romulans with my command codes running around,” Beck said. “Get her up.”

The marines holding Commander Brella hoisted her to her feet, putting her face-to-face with Beck.

“Why aren’t you in with the others?” Beck demanded.

Brella just put on her finest look of disdain and didn’t respond.

“Is Tarmak planning to kill anyone?” Beck continued. “Where is your ship?”

Brella added a bit of a sneer to her overall disdain leaving Beck wishing she’d brought Spaanz and Taanz along to give the Romulan a taste of what was done to her.



While Beck was playing 20 questions with a Romulan who’d set herself on mute, Hodges was working to keep the Wayward even with the very small hole in Waystation’s shields as said hole rotated along with the rest of the station.

It was an arduous task with little margin for error and…

CLANG!

The Wayward jolted roughly, tossing Hodges out of her seat.

“The hell?” she exclaimed, scrambling back to her console. She’d hit something. How the hell could she have hit something unless…

She looked at the sensors and let out a very un-marine-like gasp.

It was a Romulan Warbird. An entire warbird. She was expecting a scout ship or maybe some kind of smaller military vessel, but not an entire frickin’ warbird.

The impact must have disrupted the warbird’s cloak enough for the sensors to detect it.

Wait. That probably meant that…

Hodges threw the Wayward into a dive a split second before disruptor blasts seared through the space the ship had just occupied.

Yep. They could see her too.

What was the point of being invisible when other invisible things could just bump right into you?

That was a question Hodges would have to ponder at a later time. Preferably when she wasn’t being chased by a large, heavily armed Romulan ship.



“I think I can slip us in there,” Porter said, pulling open a floor panel in the maintenance bay to reveal a jefferies tube access hatch. “We should be able to follow this right into the storage room at the back of the arboretum.”

“You mean the shed,” Beck said. “You don’t think the Romulans checked the shed?”

“Honestly? No. But I can scout it out just to be sure,” Porter said, patting the tricorder on his hip.

“Okay. But be careful,” Beck said.

“I should send an escort with him,” O’Neal said.

“Nah. You folks stay here where there might actually be people to shoot,” Porter said. “I’ll be fine.” He ducked down into the jefferies tube, then immediately popped back up again.

“Problem?” Beck asked.

“I evidently hit rush hour,” Porter said, hopping out of the jefferies tube just as Commander Morales crawled into view.

“Captain!” Morales exclaimed, leaping up into the maintenance bay with Jones and Russell close behind. “Thank the Great Bird!”

“Are we rescued?” Jones asked.

“Not as much as you might hope,” Beck said. She looked around at her officers, all of whom appeared to be genuinely happy to see each other and her, which was something of a change from when she’d left. “Um…not to ruin the moment here, but are we all suddenly okay with each other?”

“Oh yeah,” Jones said. “We talked. We’re fine now.”

“There was a group hug. And then some singing. You should have been there,” Porter said.

“Wayward to Beck,” Beck’s commbadge (well, the replacement one she’d grabbed on the Wayward) barked suddenly.

“Go ahead, Steph,” Beck said. She noticed the glare coming from Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal’s direction and corrected herself, rolling her eyes as she did so, “Go ahead, Lieutenant Hodges.”

“Are you folks about done in there? Because I’m kind of being shot at out here.”

“The Romulans?”

“Oh yeah. They brought a warbird. A whole warbird.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be cloaked?” Porter asked.

“Funny thing about that. Cloaks work less well after you hit something…or it hits you. Neither of our cloaks are working so well right now.”

“Keep away from them, Steph,” Beck said. “We’ll get you some help. Beck out.”

“The runabouts aren’t going to do a thing against a warbird,” Morales said. “If we can even get them launched.”

“That’s not what I had in mind. You, Russell, and Porter get up to Ops. Find some way to get around Tarmak’s command lockout. Do whatever you have to.”

“But the Romulans…,”Russell protested as Morales and Porter headed for the door.

“We’ll handle them,” Beck said. “Get moving.”

Russell nodded, then looked over at O’Neal. “Good luck, Dan.”

“Thanks,” O’Neal said. “See you later.”

“Yeah,” Russell said before following Porter and Morales to the turbolift.

“I didn’t realize you guys were on a first name basis,” Beck said to O’Neal once Russell was gone.

O’Neal shrugged. “We did the whole professional rivalry thing for a while. Glaring, rude comments, that crap. But it got old pretty fast. One day we ended up trying to sign up for the same holodeck time and started talking. Turns out we have a lot of the same interests.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah. You have no idea how hard it is to find a croquet partner out here.”

“Cro…quet?” Beck asked in disbelief.

“He’s good.”

“I had no idea,” Beck said.

“Captain,” Jones said urgently. Beck turned toward the yeoman, who was pointing at the broadcast on the monitor. “We’re running out of time.”

Jones was right. Captain Picard was naked above the waist and taking off his second boot before starting on his socks. Before long, he’d have to drop his trousers and then only his Starfleet-issue undies would remain. Assuming that he wore underpants. Surely he wore underpants. Even more surely, Beck did not want to be traveling on this particular train of thought.

“There’s nothing you can do to stop him,” Commander Brella said confidently.

“I seem to be making pretty good progress so far,” Beck retorted.

Brella smiled. “Yet nothing has really changed.”

“Yeah…well…I’m getting to that part.”



“What the hell is going on?” Dr. Kathy Beck demanded, stumbling into the Wayward’s cockpit as the ship rocked from a disruptor blast against the shields.

“Weren’t you confined to quarters or something?” Hodges snapped.

“The lock shorted out a few hits back,” Kathy said, sliding into the seat beside Hodges.

“Stupid doors,” Hodges muttered.

“Is that a warbird?” Kathy asked, staring at the sensor readouts.

“Sure is,” Hodges grunted as she sent the Wayward into a roll and looped around the upper saucer. “Why don’t you comm them and see if you can talk them into not chasing us? You guys are such good friends that I’m sure they wouldn’t want to kill you.”

“That attitude isn’t helping.”

“You seem to have forgotten the part where this is entirely YOUR FAULT!”

“So you grew up to be a bitch, huh?”

Hodges suddenly reached over, grabbed Kathy by the hair, and slammed her head down against the console.

“Pretty much,” Hodges said.



Russell slammed his hands down against the tactical console. “I can’t do anything!” he shouted.

“That makes three of us,” Porter said, the edge of irritation evident in his voice as he lay half buried in one of the Ops access panels rerouting systems.

“I at least got the viewscreen on,” Morales said. At the moment said viewscreen was showing Captain Picard meticulously folding his socks. Morales had to hand it to the man. He was dragging this strip show out about as long as anyone could. Tarmak didn’t seem to mind, though. He was enjoying every second of the Starfleet officer’s humiliation.

“We’re doing this wrong,” Russell said suddenly.

“Huh?” Porter asked.

“It’s a command lockout.”

“We know that.”

“Not everyone has command access.”

“Oh I just know there’s a point here, Sean.”

Russell slapped his commbadge. “Russell to Jones.”

“Yes, sir,” the yeoman’s voice replied.

“You’ve got student access to the security logs, don’t you?”

“Um…yeah. I needed it for the Recognizing Suspicious Activity unit in my…”

“Look at the logs for the maintenance bay. See what Tarmak did exactly. Maybe we can find a way around it.”

“Okay. I’ll check,” Jones said hesitantly.

“Thanks, Tina. Russell out.” Russell looked over at Morales. “Could be a waste of time, but…”

“Considering our complete and total lack of progress, I say go for it,” Porter said.



Beck was fighting the urge to start pacing the maintenance bay. Steph was in trouble. They couldn’t get control of Ops back. They couldn’t storm the arboretum without risking the hostages, and even if they did, they were badly outnumbered. Jones was busying herself with whatever request Russell had made of her, but Beck was stuck until she could come up with some kind of plan that wouldn’t end with a lot of dead bodies in the arboretum.

“He’s won,” Brella said. “You are powerless to stop him.”

“Do you go to some kind of school for this generic villain banter?” Beck said.

“Second year at the Imperial Academy.”

“Ah.”

“Captain,” Jones said. “You need to see this.”

“Whatever it is, it won’t help,” Brella said.

“Thanks for that,” Beck said, moving to join Jones at the console the yeoman was using to review the security logs from the maintenance bay. Russell was correct that, while his command level clearance as security chief was blocked, Jones’s student access to the system let her right on in. “What is it, Tina?” Beck asked.

“Just watch,” Jones replied, starting the playback.

Beck watched the scene play out before her and watched a bit more. And then a bit more. She looked to Jones, who shook her head.

Beck started laughing.

“You find your doom amusing?” Brella asked.

“Oh no. Nothing like that,” Beck said, walking back over to her “guest.” “But I do want to thank you, Commander.”

“Thank…me?” Brella asked confused.

“Yes. I want to thank you for being the stupidest Romulan to EVER set foot on my station. Computer, this is Captain Lisa Beck. Transfer all station command functions to me. Password: garoden.”

“Acknowledged,” the computer said as Brella stared at Beck in horrified shock. “Command transfer complete. Please state new command authorization code.”

Beck smiled at Brella and whispered something into her commbadge that was inaudible to the Romulan.

“Confirmed,” the computer said.

“How?” Brella stammered. “You couldn’t… The code…” Brella’s eyes widened as realization dawned. “I never finished transferring control to me.”

“Nope,” Beck said.

Brella put her head in her hands. “Oh jovalok! I am such a…”

“Moron? Nitwit? Galaxy-class imbecile?”

“You still haven’t won.”

“But I will. And I’ll make sure Tarmak knows how I did it. But first… Computer, release command lockout for station personnel. Beck to Ops.”

“Go ahead, Captain,” Morales’s voice said.

“The systems should be a lot more responsive now. Give Steph some help.”

“Yes, ma’am!” Morales replied, suddenly energized. “Ops out.”

“And now,” Beck said looking at Brella with satisfaction. “I’m going to go have a word with your boss.”



“Shouldn’t you be shooting back more?” Kathy Beck asked anxiously.

“You’re welcome to try,” Hodges snapped. “I’m a little more focused on keeping us alive.”

“If you wanted to do that, you’d get us out of here.”

“And abandon Lisa and everybody else. Gee. Why didn’t I think of that amazing plan?”

“I meant that we could go get reinforcements.”

“Reinforcements would be great, but there’s no time for…HOLY CRAP!”

Hodges’ exclamation was prompted by the sudden activation of Waystation’s phaser array. Her split second of terror was quickly replaced with jubilation as the station’s massively powerful phaser barrage slammed into the warbird. The Romulan ship bucked violently as blast after blast buffeted its shields at almost point blank range. Within seconds, the ship was defenseless, its power flickering weakly.

“There,” Hodges said, leaning back in her chair. “Reinforcements.”



The moment was finally here, Tarmak thought giddily. Picard was down to his boxers and about to remove those, baring himself to the galaxy. Oh what glorious humiliation. And even better, Tarmak would get to watch the whole process again with Bradley Dillon.

He’d have to hurry the Federation president on a little bit, though. Starfleet was bound to have ships on the way, and while he controlled Waystation, he’d rather not get pinned down here when the safety of Zycam awaited his victorious return.

No. He’d be long gone before Starfleet could…

“Show’s over, Tarmak!” a voice shouted from the trees rising up behind the “captive audience” watching his triumph.

A lone woman in a Starfleet uniform stepped into view. Who in the…

No.

It couldn’t be.

It was absolutely impossible.

“Captain Beck?” Tarmak said, trying to hide his shock.

“I don’t remember inviting you aboard my station,” Beck said, striding toward the line of centurions guarding the crowd. They looked to Tarmak for orders, and he waved for them to let her through. It’d really be pushing his available time, but he’d be more than happy to add Beck to his floor show. She was a damn sight more attractive than Picard and Bradley Dillon to be sure.

“Actually, as I recall I took your station from you,” Tarmak said. “So you are the one lacking an invitation.”

“Tell you what. Why don’t you let all of these people go, and we can settle the ownership issue between the two of us?”

“I’m kind of in the middle of something here. Why don’t you join us? I insist.”

“I don’t think so,” Beck replied. “But I do get where you’re coming from here. Humiliation must hurt. The Romulan High Command thinks you’re a joke, so you’ve come here in front of a galactic audience to show how powerful you are. The thing is that you’re not really humiliating Captain Picard up there. Sure, I bet he’s embarrassed.”

“That’s certain,” Picard muttered.

“But in the end everyone’s going to know that you forced him to strip under threat of death. Humiliation is something entirely different. Picard’s stripping under duress and still managing to maintain a bit of his dignity. Look at his face. It’s right there. If you want to humiliate somebody… See I used to serve on a ship called the Secondprize, and we had a woman on board who could. Aw hell. Better to show you. Porter?”

“One Monica Vaughn special coming up,” Porter’s voice said over Beck’s commbadge.

On stage, Tarmak suddenly dematerialized only to reappear a moment later.

His clothes, however, hadn’t made the return trip.

Tarmak let out a high-pitched squeal and dove to cover himself. It was too late, though. The damage was done. The gales of laughter coming from the audience was more than proof of that.

“Centurions! Kill…”

“I wouldn’t do that!” Beck shouted. “There’s a highly- trained Federation Marine sniper in the trees right now just waiting for my signal to vaporize you. If you open your mouth again, you’ll be dead before you can utter a sound. This is done. Understand?”

Tarmak nodded and buried his head against his chest. A moment later, Beck was fairly certain that she heard sobbing.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 57989.3. No one died. That’s pretty much the only positive thing I can say about our foray into the award ceremony industry. The guests, including the guest of honor himself, fled the station in record time once they were released from the arboretum. I think President Dillon is going to have to send Captain Picard his award by Federation Express.

“The Romulans also got away from us as fast as they could manage, which wasn’t all that fast after Russell finished blasting the hell out of their warbird. Romulus had to send a couple of tow ships to get it back to Zycam. Oddly enough, their ambassador told us to keep Governor Tarmak. Just what I always wanted. In all honesty, I think Tarmak is broken, which part of me finds rather fitting considering the wrecking crew he sent into my mind. Which reminds me, if I ever find that Spaanz and Taanz again, I am going to kick…THEIR ASS!

“Anyway, Tarmak will most likely soon be experiencing the hospitality of Tantalus V. That just leaves a few others to deal with. Unfortunately, I’m one of them.”



“You left!” Fleet Admiral Nosira Ra’al bellowed (which was really an impressive accomplishment for someone as wispy thin as the Hinaree admiral was.). “Facing a situation of incredible importance to Starfleet and the entire Federation you left! And then you got captured by the Romulans!”

“That wasn’t my plan,” Beck said, sitting at the desk in her office as Ra’al continued her tirade in front of her.

“No! Your plan was to break multiple temporal regulations for your own gain!”

“My sister…”

“The Romulan conspirator!”

“Admiral, it’s apparent that this situation is far larger than Captain Beck,” Bradley Dillon said, lounging leisurely on the office sofa. “Tarmak was determined to get to me and Captain Picard no matter what. I would say that we are fortunate that Captain Beck was able to resolve the issue so satisfactorily.”

“You call this satisfactory?”

“No one was hurt.”

“She put an entire room of hostages at risk with her theatrics. If my ship had been on time, I would have been in there, too!”

“How fortunate for you that you were delayed,” Bradley said, standing up.

“With all due respect, Mister President, this is a Starfleet matter,” Ra’al said. “Your presence is not necessary.”

“Neither is yours.”

“Excuse me?” Ra’al said, eyes blazing.

“You will not be reprimanding Captain Beck. You will not so much as put a derogatory comment in her file.”

“You can’t interfere with how I deal with my officers.”

“Oh but I can,” Bradley said, flashing a smile that was anything but friendly. “I occasionally have to remind people such as yourself that I am Starfleet’s Commander-In-Chief. As such, you will obey my orders, or you will be thrown into the most unpleasant brig I can find and left there until I get in the mood to court martial you.”

“You’re abusing the power of your office to protect her,” Ra’al said. “Don’t make this personal.”

“You already have,” Bradley replied. “Or will you really try to tell me that that lockdown drill was standard Starfleet procedure? Now I don’t know what Captain Beck has done to you, but your vendetta against her is over. Am I clear?”

“Yes…sir,” Ra’al hissed. She shot one last glare at Beck then stormed out of the office. Once she was gone, Bradley let out a deep breath and settled into the chair across from Beck.

“Charming woman,” he said.

“Oh yeah,” Beck replied. She was silent for a moment and then. “Listen…Bradley, I can’t thank you enough for…”

Bradley held up a hand to stop her. “The way I see it, you probably saved my life. Like I said, Tarmak was determined. If this plan hadn’t worked, he would have come up with another one.”

“Still. Thank you.”

Bradley nodded. “What about your sister?” he asked.

“What about her?”

“She’s done terrible things. Possibly unforgivable. But her reasons are…understandable.”

“If she’d been right, none of the bad things would have mattered, I guess,” Beck said. “The changed timeline would have wiped all of her crimes away.”

“She wasn’t so lucky.”

“No. She wasn’t.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“Time will tell,” Beck said.



“If this keeps up, we’re going to have to open a family wing to the brig,” Lieutenant Commander Russell said the next morning as he escorted Captain Beck along the row of cells in the depths of Waystation’s Security Office.

“I can take it from here,” Beck said, ignoring the joke.

“Yes, ma’am,” Russell said, wisely retreating back to the main office rather than pursuing the matter. Beck continued on a few more steps until she was standing in front of the brig’s one occupied cell.

“Enjoying yourself?” Kathy asked from inside the force field.

“Should I be?” Beck said.

“Sure. Why not? You’ve got me all locked up and ready to hand over to the authorities…again. But wait. This time you ARE the authorities? So what is it going to be? Are you going to keep me here as your own private prisoner for the rest of my life?”

“After everything you did, you really have the nerve to be angry about this?” Beck snapped.

“I tried apologizing. It got me a hand around my neck.”

“I thought about this a lot over the last day or so, and, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry. I’m sorry you never got over it. I’m sorry that you never moved on. I’m sorry you couldn’t pull yourself out of the past long enough to realize what a life you had built for yourself now. I’m sorry that you threw that life away. And I’m sorry…I’m sorry that I can’t just let you go.”

“Lisa…”

“You’ll be transferred to New Zealand tomorrow for trial. I’m sure that I’ll be subpoenaed by the prosecution.”

“Gotta love those sisterly bonds,” Kathy snorted, throwing herself on the bed.

“You did this to yourself.”

“I did it for Mom and Dad. You don’t have a clue what family even means, do you?”

“I’m figuring it out,” Beck said. She walked away from the cell. Kathy didn’t call after her, not that Beck expected her to. And at the moment, she didn’t care.



“Should I feel guilty about this?” Beck asked later that night as she sat at a booth in The Gravity Well with Hodges, Porter, and Morales.

“That you’re in a dance club while your sister is alone in the brig?” Porter asked.

“No, but I guess we can add that to the potential guilt list,” Beck replied.

“You couldn’t just let her walk away from this one, Lisa,” Hodges said.

“We did go a bit beyond sisterly spat and into the galactic incident range,” Morales said.

“I walked out of the brig not caring if I ever saw her again. I still don’t care. She’s my sister. Should I feel something?”

“There’s more to family than blood,” Hodges said.

“We’re not related, and I promise I’d never turn any of you over to the Romulans,” Porter said.

“Good to know,” Morales said.

“Don’t wallow in it, Lisa,” Hodges said, squeezing her friend’s arm. “It’s not worth it. You’re here. You’re with friends. Enjoy yourself. I know I plan to.” She pushed Morales, forcing him out of the booth. “Let’s go.”

“Now?” Morales said surprised.

“To dance,” Hodges said.

“Oh! Sorry I didn’t…”

“We’ll get to the sex later,” Hodges said with a glint in her eye as she pulled Morales out onto the dance floor.

“And life goes on,” Beck said before taking a sip of her tequila sunrise.

“Better than the alternative,” Porter said.

“Can’t argue with that,” Beck said.

“You’re too busy arguing with yourself.”

“Really. I’m not,” Beck said. “I was just thinking… After the lockdown, when we were all basically not speaking to each other. That bothered me a hell of a lot more than this does. Isn’t that wrong somehow? She’s my sister.”

“Like Steph said, it doesn’t mean she’s your family.”

“No. I guess it doesn’t. So I’m going to listen to Steph and not wallow. It’s time that we followed her lead.”

“So we’re having sex again tonight, huh?” Porter said flatly. Beck tried to glare at him, but just started laughing.

“Or we could dance. That’s fine too,” Porter said matching Beck’s grin as they slid out of the booth and went to join Hodges and Morales.






And They’re Off…



“As I look around this room at the men, women, third genders of many varieties, multi-gendered beings, and those with no gender whatsoever, I see the people who made my Administration a success,” Federation President Bradley Dillon said, standing at the podium in front of the tables filling Dillon’s Restaurant on this particular evening. Normally Bradley was very careful not to mix his political activities with his business interests. Holding an official Federation function at one of his establishments would be seen as a clear conflict of interest. Not tonight, though. Tonight was personal. A black tie affair entertaining some of the most important people in the Federation. In attendance were heads of state, captains of industry (Bradley never liked that term. Captains were nothing special. They should at least be admirals of industry), and influential figures from ambassadors to Federation Council representatives. He’d wined and dined them. They’d eaten one of the finest meals offered anywhere in the quadrant. Now it was time for them to listen to what he had to say.

“Four years ago, I had never dreamed of holding political office. My interests were solely focused on my own endeavors. Since being pressed into taking the Presidency, however, I have come to know the supreme satisfaction of a life of public service. I have done my best to do what was right for the Federation and its citizens, even when such efforts took me down unusual and controversial paths. And I have stood unafraid to answer for my actions. Even so, I understand that my presence in this most important position did not come through the will of the people. I sincerely hope that I have done right by our citizens during my time in office, but the moment will soon be upon us when our proper democratic process will allow the people of the Federation to select a new president. When I took office, the people did not have the opportunity to vote for or against me. Now they will.

“I, Bradley Dillon, will be seeking re-election, and with your support, I hope to continue serving you all as the President of the United Federation of Planets!”



“And there you have it,” Joan Redding, anchor of AWN News said as the clip of Bradley’s speech ended. “Last night President Bradley Dillon officially announced his candidacy. Political pundits across the Federation had been predicting that President Dillon would step down rather than face the voters he bypassed in his initial rise to the office. The experts felt that the potential embarrassment of losing would lead President Dillon to bow out gracefully. That just goes to show you what the experts know.

“With President Dillon’s announcement, the election season has officially started. Parties that had been listening to those now-disgraced experts and holding back selecting a candidate until President Dillon stated that he was stepping aside will now be scrambling to catch up with the incumbent. Expect much more activity in the days and weeks to come as the race for the Presidency begins. And AWN will be here with each and every step of the Countdown to Election Day. We’ll take you inside each and every candidates campaign. Every decision, every poll, every speech, and every single blunder will be covered in the painstaking detail you’ve come to expect from…”



“Turn it off!” Captain Lisa Beck cried, unable to take it any more. The command had barely left her lips before Commander Walter Morales slammed his hand down on his console in Ops, deactivating the main viewscreen and whisking the image of Joan Redding out of their sight.

Ops was blissfully silent for a few moments.

“Don’t you have to be elected before you can be re-elected?” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter asked from his post at the science/operations console.

“Considering we’re the ones who put him in office in the first place, I don’t think we get to complain,” Morales said.

“Oh no. No no no. We’re not taking the blame for that one,” Beck said. “That can stay on the Explorer’s rap sheet where it belongs.”

“The scary part of that sentence is that they actually do have a rap sheet,” Porter said.

“You know what this means,” Morales said.

“We wait for their inevitable appearance on The Federation’s Most Wanted?” Porter asked.

“I meant about Bradley running for re-election. This place is going to become a circus.”

“Become?” Beck said. She sighed, shaking her head. “I know what you mean. We’ve gotten used to a certain level of chaos around here ever since Bradley became president and decided to stay on board instead of going to Paris like he should have. Not that it hasn’t worked in our favor a few times.”

“And been a pain in the ass a few other times,” Porter said.

“Granted. But with this election…”

“I don’t know. It might not be that bad,” Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell said from tactical.

“I didn’t realize you were even awake over there,” Porter said.

“I was thinking.”

“Sorry we disturbed you,” Porter said with a smirk.

“That’s okay. I was finished,” Russell replied, missing his friend’s sarcasm entirely. “Anyway, I was thinking about added security we might need, but then I realized things are going to get better. Not worse. Bradley is going to have to campaign.”

“Which means he won’t be here,” Morales said understanding. “I like it.”

“You seem awfully anxious to shove our beloved president out the door,” Porter said.

Morales just grunted and looked back at his console.

“All right. So we’ve established that the election is not going to end life as we know it,” Beck said. “Anything else I should know about before I go face down the mountain of padds waiting for me in my office?”

“We’re glad we’re not you?” Porter offered.

“The bureaucracy will come for you too one day, Porter. You can’t hide forever.”

“Watch me.” Porter ducked behind his console.

Beck chuckled and turned to head into her office. She hadn’t made it three steps before…

“Captain,” Morales said. “We’ve got an incoming message.”

“Who from?” Beck asked, shifting into all-business. “We aren’t expecting any arrivals now, are we?”

“It’s the President’s office. He would like to see you in the mall.”

“Now? Of course now. It’s not like I have a schedule or things to do or anything.”

“I could go talk to him if you’d rather be alone with your padds,” Porter said.

“Not a chance,” Beck replied, heading toward the turbolift. “Morales, tell his Royal Presidentiallyness that I’m on my way…except don’t mention the Royal Presidentiallyness part.”

“Wouldn’t think of it,” Morales said.

Beck nodded in thanks as the turbolift doors closed. Actually a trip down to the mall didn’t sound so bad. She could grab some lunch, take a nice stroll, and dodge the paperwork she needed to deal with for a while longer. Now all she had to do was hope that Bradley Dillon wasn’t about to dump a major crisis into her lap.



“You want me to do what?” Beck asked dumbfounded.

Bradley Dillon really didn’t think his request warranted the blank stare Captain Beck was currently sending in his direction. It really wasn’t that big of a request. “You did see the news, didn’t you, Captain?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“If I am going to run a campaign, I need a campaign headquarters. It can’t be in the Presidential offices for obvious reasons, and it’s a bit unseemly to use Dillon Enterprises space for it. I’d much prefer to have it here in the mall where people will actually see it as opposed to it being stuck on some out of the way deck somewhere anyway.”

“You called me down here because you want room for a campaign office,” Beck said.

“It did seem like the place for the conversation,” Bradley said, resuming his casual pace along the lower concourse of Starfleet Square Mall, his ever-present Special Secret Section guards keeping a discreet distance behind them. “We need to discuss locations.”

“But the mall is fully occupied.”

“Exactly why we need to discuss it. As a founding member of the Waystation Merchants’ Association, I find the idea of evicting a business distasteful; however, we must look at the big picture. My campaign will be able to pay far more for the space than whatever establishment we end up displacing.”

“Or you could just close Dillon’s Supply Depot,” Beck said.

Bradley laughed. “That’s good. I like that. Close the Depot. Ha! Now I was thinking something on the lower concourse would be best. Nothing too close to the hover skating rink, though. It’s a bit noisy. Are you aware of any places that are struggling to stay in business along here? Nandegar’s Secret perhaps? I mean how popular can Breen lingerie really be?”

“You’d be surprised,” Beck said.

“Would I now? Of course, I wouldn’t dream of asking how you know that, Captain.”

“Good. That means I don’t have to spend my time feeling sorry for you because you don’t know yourself.”

“There’s also Trinkets of Tellar. They must be struggling.”

“I’m not going to evict anybody,” Beck said. “They have leases. Everybody does except the Infirmary, the Security office, and the Welcome Center. You want to order me to clear out the Welcome Center for you?”

“No,” Bradley said quickly. “Absolutely not.”

“All right then,” Beck said. “You’re just going to have to…”

And then everything exploded.



Beck gradually became aware of sounds around her. Then soft voices. Next a closer voice, speaking to her gently:

“Captain. Captain Beck.”

She willed her eyes open and…

BIRD FACE!

Beck clamped her eyes shut again and tried to get control of her panicked breathing. It was just Dr. Diantha. Still opening her eyes and seeing the avian doctor’s huge round eyes so close and staring right back at her…well…she suddenly knew what a worm’s last moments looked like.

“Captain Beck,” Diantha repeated more firmly.

“I’m here,” Beck said, opening her eyes again. She was in a biobed in the Infirmary, and with good reason judging by the dull aches that were making themselves known up and down her body. “What happened?”

“You were in an explosion,” Russell said, stepping into view.

“An explosion!” Beck exclaimed. She immediately tried to sit up and just as quickly regretted it. “Casualties?”

“Several injuries, but no deaths,” Diantha said, flipping open her medical tricorder and checking Beck over.

Beck nodded, settling back down on the bed. “Bradley. I was with the President.”

“He’s fine. You did more damage to him than the blast did.”

“Me?”

“You were thrown into him. The concussion from the explosion then slammed you both into the opposite wall. The impact broke both of his arms, which I repaired…after a delay.”

“What kind of delay?”

“Agent Anderson and his flunkies wouldn’t let anyone near Bradley until they were certain there were no more threats to his life,” Russell said.

Beck let out a pained breath. “I thought we were done with this assassination attempt crap.”

“I guess someone was not pleased to hear about President Dillon’s re-election bid,” Diantha said.

“Have you learned anything yet?” Beck asked Russell.

“Only that I’m not allowed anywhere near the blast site,” Russell replied.

“You’re the head of station security. You can’t not be allowed anywhere on board.”

“Tell that to Anderson. Since this is now a matter of Federation security, what he says goes.”

“It does?”

“Yeah. I looked it up.”

“Push me over to Bradley’s biobed. I want to…”

“He’s not here,” Diantha said. “As soon as I completed his treatment, he was rushed away.”

“Of course he was,” Beck said. “What about the damage to the station?”

“Craig was able to reroute the affected systems, which wasn’t a lot really. But Krilik’s is gone,” Russell said.

“Whoever did this better hope that Bradley’s people get their hands on him before Krilik does,” Beck said. “I can’t imagine what the proper Klingon payback is for blowing up a shop full of handmade dresses.”

“Krilik told me. And you don’t want to know,” Russell said wincing. “Let me just say it involves some really innovative uses of a sewing machine.”

“Make sure he stays out of Anderson’s way. I don’t want this to get any worse.”

“So Anderson gets to investigate the bombing while we babysit a Klingon?” Russell asked.

“You said Anderson had jurisdiction.”

“Well yeah, but I thought you might…get around it.”

“Not yet,” Beck said. “Let them do their jobs for now. We’ll be ready to step in if they hit a dead end…but nothing where anyone really ends up dead. Just a run-of-the-mill dead end. You know what I mean.”

“Get some rest, Captain,” Russell said, patting Beck on the arm.

“Yeah, I think I’ll do that.”

“Yes, you will,” Diantha said. She closed her tricorder with a quick move of her hand then escorted Russell from the room.

Beck felt sleep quickly overtaking her again. As she drifted off, she made a mental note not to get blown up any more. It wasn’t exactly a blast. Well, it was a blast, but not the fun kind of blast where…ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZzzzzzzz.



“This is Joan Redding with another AWN Election Update. A spokesman for Vulcans Opposing Rash and Poorly Applied Logic stated today that the group is nearing the end of their candidate selection process. Considering these deliberations as to who is the logical candidate began before President Dillon even took office, I don’t think anyone can accuse them of being rash. We expect to hear the announcement of their final selection sometime before the 25th century.”



Beck was still moving a bit gingerly as she entered the Ops conference room the next day for the usual morning briefing. Twenty-fourth century medicine could work many wonders, but even it couldn’t remove all of the lingering after-effects of getting blown up. Her burns had been healed, singed hair regrown, and most of the bruising was gone. The overall dull aches remained, though. She planned to spend the vast portion of her day sitting. Maybe even reclining and…

What was he doing here?

Seated next to Doctor Diantha and staring grimly across the table at Russell was Agent Anderson of Bradley Dillon’s Special Secret Section. Beck idly wondered if he even had a first name. Immediately after that, she wondered if anyone would mind very much if she had him thrown out.

President Dillon would probably mind. And while that wasn’t really that big of a deal to her, she just wasn’t in any condition for a fight with Bradley this morning…even if he was as badly banged up as she was.

Beck settled into her chair, responding to Morales, Porter, and Russell’s questions about how she was feeling as she went, and was just about to get started when Yeoman Tina Jones entered, staggering under the weight of a massive box, which she dropped in the center of the conference room table as soon as she could.

“Did we order something?” Beck asked.

“This was waiting for me at the Welcome Center this morning,” Jones said.

“Another present from your secret admirer?” Porter asked with a grin as he pulled a large container of very expensive Bolian chocolates out of the box followed by Tellarite sausages, Andorian wine, and Yridian cheeses.

“Umm,” Jones hesitated, blushing.

“Captain Beck, I believe we have station business to discuss,” Agent Anderson said testily.

“One, you weren’t invited to this meeting, so shut up and deal,” Beck said. “And two, we’ll get to it after the important stuff. When did you get a secret admirer, Tina? Do you know who it is?”

“No, ma’am,” Jones said. “As for when…well, this has been going on for a few months now.”

“And you never bothered to mention it to me?”

“It never came up.”

“No, I guess it probably wouldn’t. I need to remember to have more girl talk.”

“I could put it in your calender,” Commander Morales said.

“Thanks, but no.” Beck frowned suddenly. “Er…I have to be the spoil-sport here, but secret admirers aren’t always…a good thing. Porter, have you checked…”

“The computer isn’t doing it. That was the first thing I thought of,” Porter replied.

“So did I,” Russell said.

“Glad I wasn’t the only one,” Beck said.

“Huh?” Jones said, looking to each of them in confusion.

“Secondprize. Before you came on board.”

“Ahhh.”

“Captain!” Agent Anderson snapped, slapping his hand down on the table.

“Doctor, next time he does that, paralyze him or something,” Beck said.

“Of course, Captain,” Diantha said, with a stately bow of her feathered head.

“Now, I think we have a meeting to hold or something. I heard a rumor to that effect anyway. What’s the status of the investigation, Agent Anderson? I assume that’s what you’re here to report on.”

“Report?” Anderson said, narrowing his eyes. “To you? I am here as the head of this investigation. As such, all of you will be reporting to me in any matters which pertain to this case. President Dillon has granted me the widest latitude to pursue this inquiry.”

“What the hell does ‘widest latitude’ mean?” Beck asked, tensing.

“Any and all evidence is to be turned over to the Special Secret Section immediately. We will be interviewing witnesses. We will be identifying and detaining suspects. In the unlikely event that we require the assistance of Starfleet, you will respond to our requests without hesitation. Any Starfleet Officer that impedes our work in any way will be arrested and charged with interfering in matters of Federation Security.”

“Wow. I’m so glad he came by this morning,” Porter said.

“While you may feel this is some kind of joke, Lieutenant Commander, I assure you that President Dillon is taking this attempt on his life very seriously.”

“As opposed to all those attempts a couple of years ago?” Russell asked.

“Those were different.”

“How…”

Beck held her hands up, shutting down the argument before it could really get started. “You’ll have our cooperation, Agent Anderson, as long as you do not interfere with the normal operations of this station. And believe me, I’m taking it seriously. You may have forgotten this minor detail in all the excitement, but I was there, too, and I would really love to get my hands on whomever did this.”

“Then we understand each other,” Anderson said, leaning back in his chair. “I’ll listen to your departmental reports now.”

“You’re too kind,” Porter said, bowing his head toward Anderson.

“Let’s just get this over with,” Beck said. “Commander Morales?”

“We’ve canceled all arrivals and departures for the time being. On that subject, I have a few padds of protests from various ship captains for your perusal.”

“Goody.”



The rest of the staff meeting actually went by quite smoothly. Agent Anderson didn’t utter another word, instead noting the occasional bit of information in a padd. As soon as Beck ended the briefing, he was out the door without so much as a ‘thank you,’ not that Beck expected one.

The rest of the command staff lingered for a bit, picking Jones’s box of treats clean as Jones stood by the wall, nibbling on a cracker quietly.

“Something bothering you, Tina?” Beck asked, leaning against the wall beside her as gently as possible.

“Wha? No! Nothing. Why?” Jones asked quickly.

“No reason,” Beck said. “Well except maybe the whole cracker-munching, gee I’m so uncomfortable look you’ve got going here. Everything okay with your classes?”

“Oh yeah. Last semester!” Jones said happily. “I can’t believe it’s gone this fast.”

“Well, you got to skip the whole four year experience the rest of us got. On the other hand, you had to be a yeoman for almost ten years.”

“It wasn’t that bad.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“But I can’t wait to get my ensign’s pips…well, pip.”

“A couple months to go. What kind of party do you want?”

“Party? I don’t need a party,” Jones replied.

“We’re going to do something. You know that.”

“Nothing big.”

“No. Of course not,” Beck said. “I’m just going to declare Tina Jones Day, and then we’ll have the parade, and…”

“I’ll run away. I really will. I mean it. I don’t want that kind of attention.”

“Or this kind evidently,” Beck said, gesturing toward the rapidly-emptying box.

“I don’t know. It’s kind of nice, but…”

“A little creepy?”

“Yeah.”

“I could have Russell…”

“No! Please no. Whoever it is doesn’t want me to know. He may never want me to know.”

“If it’s a he.”

Jones gulped. “Okay. Hadn’t thought of that. But it doesn’t matter. Whoever it is may never reveal themselves to me.” She saw Beck grin. “Not that kind of reveal, Captain.”

“Right. Of course.”

“So you’ll leave it alone?”

“Yes, Tina. I will. But you’d damn well better tell me if he shows himself.”

“Um…okay. Sure,” Jones said, shoving the last of the cracker into her mouth and making a quick retreat from the conference room.

“I’ll be in my office…not moving,” Beck said to Morales, Russell, Porter, and Diantha as she headed for the door.

“We’ll let you know if anything happens,” Morales said. “But I think Agent Anderson has things under control.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Beck replied.



“This is Joan Redding with another AWN Election Update. Today the Path of Khan announced that they were nominating…surprise surprise, Khan Noonian Singh as their candidate for the Presidency. When this reporter pointed out to their spokesman that Mister Singh was blown into tiny pieces by Hero of the Federation, James Tiberius Kirk, their spokesman replied that Khan was a superior being and that he would return to take his rightful place as master of us all. You be sure to let us all know when that happens, okay?”



Generally the station’s all-call system was reserved for the captain’s use only, and only then in emergency situations. So Captain Beck was more than a little surprised when shrill whistle of the all-call sounded while she was laying on the sofa in her office. The voice that began to speak also was definitely not hers.

“Good morning, Waystation residents and visitors. This is Bradley Dillon, President of the United Federation of Planets.”

He’d taken over the all-call. Bradley had had the gall to take over her all-call!

“First I want to personally assure you all that I have completely recovered from yesterday’s unfortunate event, and I thank you for the many well-wishes I received at my offices. Secondly, I want you to know that my foremost concern is for the safety and well-being of each and every one of you. In order to ensure that your safety is maintained, I am sure that you’ll understand that the perpetrator or perpetrators of yesterday’s horrible transgression must be found. To that end, I have ordered that all traffic to and from Waystation be temporarily suspended…”

“He ordered?” Beck muttered. She’d ordered that. She was the captain around here, after all.

“Additionally, members of the Special Secret Section will be conducting interviews with every man, woman, multi-gendered or third-gendered being, and child on board Waystation.”

Beck was out of her office into Ops before Bradley finished speaking.

“He’s going to what?” Beck shouted.

Bradley continued on, “I apologize in advance for the inconvenience, but I know in my heart that you all will do your upmost to support our efforts to catch those responsible. And to those responsible, I say this. Surrender to us now. Save yourselves the righteous fury that will undoubtedly be unleashed upon you when we track you down. Thank you all. And good day.”

“I’m confused,” Lieutenant Commander Porter said. “Was he just thanking the bombers?”

“Bad writing,” Commander Morales said.

“Hello!” Beck seethed. “Captain! Angry!”

“Is there a particular direction that we can direct this anger in for you?” Porter asked.

“Who gave him access to the all-call?”

“I’d say he gave the access to himself,” Morales said.

“He can do that?”

“It appears so.”

“Great. What else can he give himself access to?”

“At this point I’d assume everything,” Morales said. “That’s just me being pessimistic, though.”

“But he’s probably right,” Porter said. “As President, Bradley is Starfleet’s Commander-in-Chief, which means he may very well have command level clearance to every Starfleet ship and installation.”

“And suddenly I’m petrified,” Beck said.

“That makes…well…all of us.”

Beck turned her attention to the tactical console, where Lieutenant Commander Russell was staring forward blankly at nothing in particular. “Russell…”

“You want us to find a way to lock him out,” Russell replied.

“Damn right.”

“Even though he’s the President.”

“Especially because he’s the President,” Beck snapped as she headed toward the turbolift.

“Were you done being angry?” Porter asked.

“Not even close.”

“Is President Dillon about to hear about it?”

“Oh yeah.”



At first Agent Anderson had disapproved of President Dillon’s insistence that the “interviews” of station residents and visitors be held in these decidedly comfortable surroundings. The Presidential briefing room, with its wood paneling, faux leather chairs, and large fake fireplace, was hardly the place to intimidate the guilty.

After a short time, though, Anderson saw the wisdom of the President’s decision. Lull the suspects into a false sense of comfort and security and then…

STRIKE!

“You must be a man of great passion, Mister Krilik,” Anderson said, walking behind the Klingon dressmaker as he sat stiffly at the briefing room table.

“I put a great deal of myself into my work,” Krilik said, his voice practically a growl.

“And then to destroy it all.”

“To have it destroyed.”

“How long have you hated President Dillon?”

“I do NOT hate him,” Krilik snapped.

“Come on, Krilik. You blew up your own shop trying to kill him!”

Krilik was on his feet in a flash, standing face-to-face with Anderson. “You DARE accuse me!”

Anderson stared back placidly. “All those pretty gowns.”

“They were…pretty. Very pretty. My dresses are my honor, and my honor is…”

“Pretty?”

“Everything to me,” Krilik said. “If I wanted to kill Bradley Dillon, I would simply gut him and be done with it. I would not sacrifice my pretties…dresses.”

“You do have a point,” Anderson admitted.

“Then I am going,” Krilik said, striding toward the exit. “I have much to sew.”

“Thank you for your time.”

Krilik grunted and left the room.

One interview down; 4000 or so more to go. Anderson was a bit disappointed in himself, though. He’d been way too warm and cuddly. Next time around, he’d do better.



“This is Joan Redding with another AWN Election Update. The Future Security Party has just released the name of their Presidential nominee and their platform. As usual, the FSP is advocating the immediate end of all Starfleet exploration programs, pouring all resources into weapons development, drafting every able-bodied citizen into the military, and going after the Borg until every last one is destroyed or we all die trying. The FSP nominee is one Lekahanok Onaaru, a political newcomer whose main qualification seems to be that he lost his parents, fiancé, dog, and two goldfish to the Borg. I don’t mean to be discouraging, Mister Onaaru, but in my opinion, your candidacy is futile.”



One of those handy, dandy little lessons that they pounded into your head back at Starfleet Academy was that it wasn’t such a good idea to go charging into a situation running on emotion rather than reason. It was a lesson that Captain Beck tried to follow on most occasions, but there were times that it became difficult. For some reason most of those times seemed to involve Bradley Dillon in some way, shape, or form. So while she knew that she had more than sufficient reason to be furious with him (Hacking into Waystation systems. Cutting Starfleet out of the investigation into the bombing. Sending his goons to interrogate innocent people.), she also knew that if she went charging into the Dillon Enterprises offices demanding to see him, she’d never get past Gisele, Bradley’s personal assistant. With that thought in mind, by the time she walked into the office suite where Gisele sat attending to her usual duties (Whatever those were. Beck was never really sure what all Gisele did for Bradley.), she was all smiles.

“Good morning, Captain Beck,” Gisele said by way of greeting as she returned the smile. “I’m glad to see you’re up and around. I was so worried about both of you.”

“Thank you, Gisele,” Beck replied. “That’s very sweet. Is President Dillon all right?”

“I think he’s a little sore, but he’s not complaining.”

“Then I’m right there with him. Is he in his office? I just wanted to drop in and see how he was doing?”

Gisele stopped for a moment, biting her lower lip. “He’s there,” she said finally. “But I’m not sure if he wants to be disturbed.”

“Of course he doesn’t. It’s just that he and I were in the middle of a conversation yesterday before the…incident, and I had a moment if he wanted to finish.”

“Oh! Is this about the campaign headquarters?” Gisele said brightening.

“Yes, it is.”

“I’m sure he’ll want to talk about that. Just a moment please, Captain.” Gisele placed a comm into Bradley’s office, made the request, then listened to Bradley’s response on her earpiece. “You can go right in,” she said to Beck a moment later as she pressed the control on her desk that opened the large double doors off to her left that led to Bradley’s office. It wasn’t a place Beck visited all that often. It was petty, she knew, but she’d still rather talk to him on her turf or in a neutral location. Sometimes, however, a visit to his domain could not be avoided.

“Captain!” Bradley said warmly from his massive desk chair as Beck entered his office. “Pardon me if I don’t get up, but I’m sure you understand that I’m trying to limit my movements as much as possible. Frankly I’m surprised that you aren’t doing the same.”

“I was,” Beck replied, resisting the urge to settle into one of the chairs across the desk from Bradley.

“As much as I appreciate you coming her to finish our discussion, it really could have waited. You didn’t have to come down here today.”

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Beck barked suddenly, slamming her hands down on his desk and causing Bradley to flinch back involuntarily.

“Did I say something wrong?” he asked, confused.

“Sending Anderson in to run the investigation is one thing. I’m not happy about it, but I was going to let it go. But what gives you the right to bring every single person on board in for questioning?”

“Ah,” Bradley said.

“Yeah. Ah,” Beck shot back.

“You misrepresented yourself to Gisele, Captain. That’s not a good way to maintain a relationship of trust with me.”

“Gee, I’m sorry. Would I be in here talking to you now if I’d told her the truth?”

Bradley did not reply.

“Didn’t think so,” Beck continued. “Now if you need suspects, we can help you find suspects. Let us into the investigation, and we’ll do that. But you cannot just start interrogating people at random!”

“I think you’ll find that the cause of Federation Security gives me a great deal of latitude.”

“This isn’t about Federation Security. This is a vendetta. Somebody took a shot at you, and you want to get back at them no matter what.”

“Don’t you?”

“Yes, but I’m not going to include everybody on the station in that ‘them.’ There are other ways.”

“I’m quite confident in Agent Anderson and his ways. You will benefit from his work as well. I promise you that. We will both be able to face our attacker. But for now I am very busy, so I must bid you good day.”

“Let us help!”

“If we require your services, we’ll let you know.”

“This isn’t the way to do things, Bradley.”

“That’s my decision. Now I believe I told you ‘good day.’” Bradley turned his attention to the monitor on his desk and began to type, ignoring Beck. She briefly considered continuing the argument, but thought better of it. It wasn’t going to get her anywhere and would probably just entrench him even more. She’d find another way to head him off.

Hopefully one that didn’t lead to a court martial.



As they sat having lunch together in the food court of Starfleet Square Mall, Porter came to the conclusion that Russell had something on his mind. It was the whole staring off in the distance while not saying anything that tipped him off.

“You in there, buddy?” Porter asked as Russell idly picked at his ravioli.

“Yeah,” Russell said slowly.

“Come on! Perk up! We did good work this morning. Bradley’s guys are going to have to work pretty hard to get into our systems now. Of course, since he’s the President, he could always just order Captain Beck to let him back in, but for now, we’re secure. That’s a good thing, right? You’re the security guy. All about the secure.”

Russell shook himself out of his thoughts and looked across the table at Porter. “Sorry, Craig. You’re right. I’m here.”

“Good. This incredibly thoughtful thing you’ve got going is kind of scary.”

“Just thinking.”

“Yeah, I got that.”

“Enough with security and all that,” Russell said. “I’m on a break. Let’s talk about something else. You still working on the captain’s sister’s timeship?”

“It still isn’t a timeship,” Porter replied. After straightening out the mess with the Romulans a few weeks prior, Porter had towed the fake timeship back to Waystation and started going through it piece by piece, just in case there was something he could use. “I think I’ve almost got a handle on the chroniton storage cells, though. And I had this idea that I might be able to build a….”

Porter stopped. Russell was staring off at nothing again. Porter followed his gaze down to the lower level of the mall where the Special Secret Section cordon sealing off the area in front of Krilik’s Klingon Formal Wear shop was just visible.

“It’s all wrong, isn’t it?” Porter said.

“Uh huh,” Russell replied.

“Want to do something about it?”

“It’s been taken out of my hands.”

“True. And you’re certainly within your rights to accept that. The alternative is defying a Presidential Decree and all the benefits and honors that come with it. But then, like you said, it’s all wrong. That kind of bugs me.”

“Me too, but if we do anything, the captain could get in as much trouble as we do.”

“So we won’t tell her,” Porter said.

“You’re being awfully free with your career here.”

“Ehhh, I’m bored. Let’s go snooping.”



The members of the President’s Special Secret Section were the proverbial best of the best, pulled from Starfleet, the Federation Marines, and other forces. These elite officers were put through even more years of training to prepare them for the threats they would encounter in the course of their primary duty: protecting the Federation President.

Standing guard in front of a crime scene didn’t seem to have much to do with his primary duty, but Agent Finn was not the sort of agent to question such things. His orders were to prevent anyone from breaching the security cordon, and that was exactly what he was going to do. Of course, usually the mere presence of the Special Secret Section was enough to make most people steer clear.

The Starfleet Officer heading his way, pushing an anti-grav sled loading with equipment in front of him, didn’t seem to be getting the message, though.

“Halt!” Agent Finn ordered, taking a step forward and holding up his hand (He’d always wanted to order somebody to halt. He didn’t think he’d ever get the chance, but here it was). “This is a restricted area.”

“Yes, the cordon signs kind of give that idea,” Lieutenant Mason replied. “I’m here to scan the blast site.”

“I was not told you were coming,” Finn said, tensing further. Very early in his Special Secret Section training, he was warned about people who might try to bluff their way past him. That wasn’t happening today.

“This is a bomb investigation,” Mason replied. “We’d like to know who blew up part of our mall.”

“We’ll tell you when we find out.”

“We could probably find out faster. We’re specialists, you know.”

“I have my orders.”

“What’s the problem here?” Agent Harris demanded, striding over from his post on the opposite side of the cordon.

“No problem,” Finn said. “I was just informing this person that he is not authorized to enter the crime scene.”

“Why do you want into the crime scene?” Harris asked Mason pointedly.

“To scan for clues,” Mason said, rolling his eyes.

“I wasn’t told you were coming.”

“I already told him that,” Finn said.

Harris and Finn, focused as they were on Mason, did not notice the slight hum of two transporter beams coalescing inside the charred remains of Krilik’s Klingon Formal Wear shop behind them. The two transporterees, Porter and Russell, quickly ducked out of sight, Porter pulled out his tricorder as Russell surveyed the damage.

“Quite a blast,” Porter whispered. “This place is decimated.”

“Yep,” Russell said. He crawled over to the gaping hole where Krilik’s front display window once was, making sure to stay below the window ledge. Outside, he could hear Mason continuing to keep Harris and Finn occupied. Russell wasn’t so sure about sending Mason in to a situation like that, but Porter assured him that he’d been training the man in the art of sarcasm and witty banter. He’d keep the Special Secret Section busy for a few minutes at least.

Russell didn’t even need that long. He’d seen what he needed to see, and it confirmed his suspicions. He pulled out his own tricorder and started scanning the store ceiling. If he was lucky…

There.

He clapped the tricorder shut and crawled back over to Porter’s hiding place.

“How’s it going?” Russell said.

“You’re smiling.”

“I am?”

“Yeah. It’s kind of annoying really.”

“What?”

“I think you know more right now than I do. I don’t like that feeling.”

“Miracles do happen,” Russell said. “Do you have what you need?”

“I’ve got the scans, but the tricorder can’t tell me what the explosive agent was. I need to get back to my lab and…”

“We need to find Krilik.”

“You think he…”

“Now,” Russell said.

Porter tapped a couple of commands into his tricorder, activating the auto-beam out sequence he’d programmed.

A few seconds later, Mason’s commbadge activated.

“Porter to Mason.”

“Go ahead, sir,” Mason replied, ignoring Agents Harris and Finn, who were currently arguing about who had the most authority to tell Mason to go away.

“The President’s office denied our request to scan the blast site. You can come on back now.”

“Acknowledged. Mason out.” He turned his attention to Harris and Finn. “Well, gentlemen, it looks like I bothered you for no reason. Sorry about that.”

“Very well,” Finn said.

“You’re free to go,” Harris added quickly.

“Thanks a bunch,” Mason replied with a wave before turning the anti-grav sled around and pushing back toward the turbolift.

“Hmmmph,” Harris grunted. “Coming here before he even had permission. That’s the thing about Starfleet. No organization at all.”

“Hmmmph,” Finn agreed. “Leave it to the professionals.”

“Absolutely right,” Harris said, their earlier argument forgotten. He gave his colleague a nod and headed back to his post as Finn resumed his guard stance.

No one was getting inside the cordon on their watch.



“This is Joan Redding with another AWN Election Update. A new group has announced their intention to run a candidate in this year’s election. Calling themselves the Apologetic Party, this group’s platform states that Federation history is nothing but a long series of abuses against other cultures. They are promoting the immediate disbanding of the Federation with apologies to be given all the way around. There are several hundred pages of proposed apologies here, so I’ll just hit a few. We’ll be apologizing to the Vulcans for not being more logical, to the Klingons for the years of hostility before we became allies, to the Dominion for blowing up so many of their ships and Jem’Hadar warriors, to the Jem’Hadar for looking down on their White addiction, to the Borg for…

“Frankly I think their candidate, a Mrs. Adelale Chikeas, need to apologize for being in this party.”



Agent Anderson sat back in his seat and smiled. Now this was more like it. Four questions, and he had his subject reduced to tears.

Granted, his interrogation subject was a three-year-old boy, but they could be damn stubborn when they wanted to be.

“Quite your blubbering and tell me where you got the bomb!” Anderson thundered.

“WAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHH!”

Yes, this was MUCH more like it.



“Enter at your own peril!” the gruff voice of the station’s Klingon dressmaker barked from inside the door of his quarters in response to the door chime.

“Ooooh. Peril,” Porter said.

“Can you not talk while we’re in there?” Russell said.

“I’ll be good. I promise. I’m following your lead.”

“Thank you,” Russell said, before stepping through the door into Krilik’s quarters.

Porter expected Krilik to be busy sewing new inventory or involved in some kind of archaic Klingon mourning ritual for his store, but instead the Klingon was sharpening a bat’leth. Porter suppressed a gulp and took up a position a half-step or so behind Russell. Let the Security Chief handle this one.

“What do you want?” Krilik demanded upon seeing his visitors.

“We just wanted to check in on you,” Russell replied.

“I said everything I am going to say to Bradley Dillon’s worm.”

“Worm. I like that,” Porter said before Russell shushed him with a quick glare.

“That’s fine,” Russell said.

“I did NOT blow up my own shop. The dishonor of…”

“I know you didn’t,” Russell said. “But I think you know who did.”

“You would know more than I do. I do not have access to the security feeds.”

“Neither do I right now. The Special Secret Section is running things. Fortunately for us, we’ve got other sources, don’t we?”

Krilik’s eyes narrowed at the Security Chief. “Yes,” he said, clearly displeased at Russell’s knowledge.

“We’d love to see them,” Porter said, completely confused but playing along.

“Very well.” Krilik stalked over to the wall monitor and activated it. The screen began to display footage from inside Krilik’s shop from four different perspectives.

“These aren’t our feeds,” Porter said.

“No. We don’t have that kind of coverage inside the mall stores,” Russell replied. “Krilik installed his own system. I detected the remains of the cameras when we were in his shop.”

“We still can’t see out into the concourse.”

“We don’t need to. The bomb was set inside the store.”

“It was,” Krilik hissed through clenched teeth.

“But that doesn’t make any sense,” Porter said. “Why would you hide the bomb in the store when your target is out in the mall concourse?”

As Porter spoke, Krilik had already moved on to something else. He sped the surveillance footage up and zoomed in on one particular thing. Russell stared at it for a moment, not certain what the Klingon was showing him, but then it all became clear…to him at least.

“It’s that stuff old people use for muscle aches. I don’t get it,” Porter said. This was really getting aggravating. He was so used to explaining things to Russell, but now it seemed that he was two steps behind everyone else. Well, this was Russell’s field…not that that really made Porter feel any better.

“How long do you think you’ll need to analyze the composition of the explosive?” Russell asked.

“Probably not too long. I beamed a small amount of debris out of the blast site already, and I’ve got the scans. Let me get back to my lab, and give me an hour.”

“Perfect. Meet me in the captain’s office then.”

“This is going to be one those bits where the detective reveals the criminal and makes the rest of us look dumb, right?”

“Craig…”

“Can I just get a hint?”

Russell just shook his head and pointed toward the door.

“Fine. Keep the Presidential assassin all to yourself. See if I care,” Porter said as he strolled out of the room.

“I have to put the bat’leth away, don’t I?” Krilik said once Porter was gone.

“Yeah,” Russell said.

“I didn’t really want to get blood on it anyway. It’s just…I was so angry!”

“I know. I know. Why don’t you go to the holodeck and get it out. Slice and dice away.”

“Yes. I will do that. It will clear my head. And then tonight, I will sew with the passion of Kahless himself!”

“That’s good, Krilik. You’re going to come up with even better designs. I know it. But can I have the camera feeds? Evidence, you understand.”

Krilik nodded and yanked an isolinear chip from the slot underneath the monitor before tossing it to Russell.

“Thanks, pal. Good luck with the sewing. Qapla’!”

“Qapla’!” Krilik cried in reply.

Russell ducked out of the Klingon’s quarters and practically ran toward the turbolift. The Special Secret Section tried to cut him out, but he was right back in it…and way ahead of them. And now he just needed to get his hands on a bomber.



This was the second time today Captain Beck had been summoned somewhere. Bradley Dillon ordering her around was bad enough, but now her own people were doing it. Obviously there’d been a breakdown in the chain of command somewhere along the line.

“Okay. Where are they?” Beck asked Commander Morales as she stepped out of the turbolift into Ops.

“In your office,” Morales replied.

Beck stopped. “My…office?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

That tore it. She charged over to her office and stormed inside, ready to inform Porter and Russell in no uncertain terms that they didn’t get to just use her office whenever they wanted.

For the second time in a matter of seconds, she stopped.

“Who’s this?” she asked, pointing at the unfamiliar person sitting on her sofa.

“The bomber,” Russell said.

“Her?” Beck said. While Beck didn’t know the girl in question, she was fairly certain the suspect couldn’t be more than 20 years old.

“Tiffany Beecher. Seventeen years old,” Russell said.

“Why would she want to assassinate the president?”

“He wasn’t the target.”

“He wasn’t…” Beck’s eyes widened as she turned on Tiffany. “You wanted to kill me?”

Tiffany snorted and rolled her eyes.

“You were both just in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Russell said. “She was after Krilik’s.”

“What did he do to you?”

“Not the guy. The store,” Porter said. “Tell the captain what you told us. Oh, unless you wanted to explain it, Sean.”

“No. Let her talk.”

“Well?” Beck said, looming over Tiffany.

“Okay fine!” Tiffany spat. “We were on our way back from Muldovia or whatever. The place with all the really white people.”

“Multos.”

“Whatever. And we had a layover here, so I ditched Mom and Dad to do some shopping, and I found this completely amazing dress. I mean it’s gigafast. Greg’s eyes are going to launch right out of his head when he sees me in it on prom night.”

“Gigafast?” Beck mouthed at Porter, who just shrugged.

“But that store had like a half dozen of these dresses, and do you know what would happen if somebody else showed up in the same one? I’d be so humiliated! It’d be like the worst thing ever. That’s NOT going to happen to me! So I went back later and made sure nobody else would get that dress. My dad will pay for the damages, and it’s not like anybody got killed.”

“Um…if your dad has enough credits to pay for the damages, why didn’t you just buy all the dresses in the first place?” Porter asked.

“Dad wasn’t going to buy them all, and it’s not like I had enough for all of them,” Tiffany shot back as though Porter had just asked the stupidest question ever. “And I didn’t think I’d get caught, obviously. So now Dad has to pay for it.”

“Where did you get a bomb?” Beck asked.

Tiffany rolled her eyes again.

“Debutante’s Handbook,” Russell said, tossing a padd to Beck. “It’s mostly make-up tips and such, but I remembered that a security alert went out a couple of months ago warning that the latest edition had some explosive recipes in the back. It’s not phrased that way, of course.”

“It’s in the ‘What Not To Do’s,’” Tiffany said. “If you wear Blazing Forge lipstick and drink Diet Jamaharon, don’t ever get any Breen-Gay pain cream near your mouth. Like anyone ever uses that stuff anyway…except to blow stuff up.”

“That’s why our sensors didn’t detect the explosives,” Porter said. “Three normal substances, but when you put them together, you get a serious blast. Miss Fashion-Conscious here did at least wait until there were no other customers in the shop when she left her present. What’d you use as a time delay?”

“McBaughb’s cup. Diet Jamaharon always eats through fast food cups in no time,” Tiffany said in disgust.

“Put Breen-Gay and lipstick in a big cup of some kind,” Russell said, turning the monitor on Beck’s desk around where he had Krilik’s video feed pulled up showing Tiffany in action. “Drop the McBaughb’s cup inside the bigger cup. Slip it under a rack of clothes. Then stroll on out of the store and wait for the boom.”

“Shouldn’t they have a recall for this kind of thing?” Beck asked in disbelief.

“I think Breen-Gay is changing their formula,” Russell said.

“Good to know,” Beck replied, heading over to her desk. She suddenly started laughing.

“Captain? Are you okay?” Russell asked.

“Don’t get me wrong. I’m furious, but this means Bradley’s got it all wrong.”

“Yeah, I like that part myself,” Porter said. Beck activated the comm unit on her desk and did something that felt pretty damn good: she summoned President Dillon to her office.

“What are we going to do with her?” Beck asked once she ended the comm.

“Do with me?” Tiffany exclaimed. “You aren’t doing anything with me! Comm my mom and dad right now!”

“We will,” Beck said. “But you know there are going to be consequences from this.”

“My dad will pay…”

“You set off a bomb, destroyed a business and part of this station, and hurt two people. We don’t just send a bill for that.”

“Starbase 163 has the closest juvenile court,” Russell said. “From there they’ll probably remand her to the rehabilitation facility closest to her home.”

“Maybe she’ll meet your cousin,” Porter said.

“Not now, Craig,” Beck said. “Now…” Before she could finish, three transporter beams cascaded down into her office, quickly resolving into President Dillon, Agent Anderson, and another agent of the Special Secret Section.

“Captain,” Bradley said with a nod. “I came as soon as I heard you commed.”

“Thank you,” Beck said, trying to hide both her satisfaction and surprise that he came so quickly. “I want to introduce you to Tiffany Beecher. Age 17.”

“Delighted,” Bradley said as Tiffany stared at him wide-eyed. “She is a witness, I take it.”

“More like the culprit,” Beck said. “But it had nothing to do with you or me. She’s just a teenage girl who didn’t want anyone else to have the same dress as her at prom.”

“I…see,” Bradley said.

“We’re making arrangements to hand her over to Federation juvenile authorities, but I wanted you to know that there was no assassination plot against you. We were both just in the wrong place when a young girl did something really stupid.”

“Thank you for letting me know,” Bradley said. “Anderson.”

Agent Anderson suddenly stepped forward and grabbed Tiffany’s arm, yanking her up off of the sofa as the agent accompanying him produced a set of binders and slapped them on her wrists.

“Hey!” Tiffany cried before the agent pressed some kind of device against her throat that rendered her mute. She was making a good show of screaming, but no sound was coming out, much to her horror.

“Bradley!” Beck shouted. “What are you doing?”

“I didn’t think you’d listen to me when I told you to stay out of this investigation,” Bradley said. “So I was fairly certain when I got your comm that you’d made some sort of breakthrough that you wanted to rub in my face. I prepared accordingly.”

“This isn’t about rubbing anything in anyone’s face. You weren’t the target! Let her go!”

Agent Anderson stepped between Beck and Bradley. “The President thanks you for your assistance in this matter and reminds you that this is classified for reasons of Federation Security. If you speak of it to anyone, you will suffer the gravest consequences.”

“Good day, Captain. Lieutenant Commanders,” Bradley said. And then they were gone, vanished in a flurry of molecules along with their captive.

Russell slumped down on the sofa. “What just happened?” he said softly.

“We just got screwed,” Porter replied.

“And brought an innocent girl along with us,” Beck said.

“Well…not so innocent.”

“Okay. Yeah.”

“What do we do?” Russell asked.

“You feel like being arrested as a traitor to the Federation this week?” Porter said.

“No.”

“Captain?”

Beck didn’t respond, but Porter knew the look. It was the ‘Oh you are SO going to pay for this’ look. Porter was right. Unfortunately, Beck didn’t have a clue how to follow through on that promise.



“This is Joan Redding with an AWN Newsbreak. Paris reports that the Special Secret Section has the person or persons responsible for yesterday’s attempt on President Dillon’s life in custody. No other information is available at this time on the identity of the alleged perpetrators or perpetrators; however, the President’s office has acknowledged the contributions of Starfleet and thanks the officers of Waystation for their fine efforts.

“The assassination attempt has actually improved President Dillon’s standing with the citizens of the Federation according to the latest AWN/Canter poll. And while the two primary parties have yet to announce their candidates for the election, he does not, at this time, face any real competition.

“By all appearances, President Dillon is unstoppable.”






Winging It



The Security Office on the lower level of Starfleet Square Mall was almost empty when she entered, which was something of a relief to Dr. Diantha. It was bad enough that she found herself in a situation that forced her to request assistance. There was no need to share her discomfort with the entire Security staff. In the best case scenario, she would be able to limit it to one, not that she was expecting to be so lucky. Luck and her had never exactly been close.

Therefore it was a bit of a surprise to find that her quarry, Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell, was both there and alone as she stepped into the office.

“Good afternoon, Commander,” she said curtly, which really wasn’t the tone she was going for. Unfortunately, it was kind of her default unless she really put a lot of effort into it to sound friendly, which she did with her follow up question of, “How are you today?”

Russell, who had been studying the console in front of him rather intently this entire time, barely glanced up at her and said a quick, “Be right with you.”

“I’m afraid this can’t wait,” Diantha said, her wings starting to tremble a little. “I know you have other duties, but the simple fact is you owe me a favor.”

The Waystation Chief of Security emitted a questioning grunt. At least that’s how Diantha chose to take it. “I accompanied you as your date to that dinner with Doctor Nelson last year. Now I know at the time I said I was doing it because I wanted to meet my predecessor, but the evening ended up being quite awkward and uncomfortable for me. Still I remained. That sacrifice on my part warrants a return gesture on your part, hence the favor. Believe me I wouldn’t ask this unless it was absolutely necessary, which it is. And time is running out. I hoped something would happen to prevent these events from occurring, but it didn’t and they are. So I must insist that you help me.”

She finished and watched Russell expectantly.

And watched.

And…

“Are you even listening to me?” she demanded, leaning over the console toward Russell.

“With you in a minute,” he replied. Suddenly, he clapped his hand to his ear, which Diantha now realized held a small earpiece. “He’s spotted you. He’s coming over,” Russell said urgently.

“Who are you talking to?” Diantha said angrily.

“SHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”



At the bottom of Waystation’s lower saucer, in the Spacescape Room, better known to most station residents as the Vertigo Lounge due to its transparent aluminum floor which provided a wonderful view of the vast void outside, Captain Lisa Beck flinched at the loud hissing in her ear.

“Did you just shush me, Russell?” she whispered, hoping none of the other guests at the reception for the visiting dignitaries from Marfneh Six noticed that she was having a conversation with empty air.

“Sorry, ma’am,” Russell’s voice said in her earpiece. “Someone else just came into the office.”

“Ahh,” Beck said, then quickly extended the word into a yawn as Federation President Bradley Dillon approached.

“Are we boring you, Captain?” Bradley asked.

“Sorry. Long night of station business,” Beck replied.

“I wasn’t aware that the station faced any threats last night.”

“We didn’t. I had forms to fill out. That kind of thing.”

“Of course. All the same, I thank you for coming to the reception. Minister Kak’a’Do’Del would have been quite disappointed if you had decided not to appear.”

“I wouldn’t be doing my duty to Starfleet or the Federation if I skipped out on it,” Beck said, forcing a smile she hoped appeared to be at least something remotely close to genuine.

“I’m glad to hear you say that. In the end, the Federation is what’s important,” Bradley replied. “If we can keep that in mind, perhaps we can put the tension of the last few weeks behind us.”

“Tension?” Beck said innocently. “I hadn’t noticed.”

“Come now, Captain. You haven’t spoken to me since…well, since that little bit of unpleasantness in your office regarding our would-be assassin.”

Beck swallowed down a surge of anger and willed herself to be diplomatic. “I have to admit a certain amount of concern about the girl,” she said.

“There’s no need really.”

“I think there is.”

Bradley looked around for a moment, then took a step closer to Beck.



“Here we go,” Russell said expectantly. He focused on the speaker in his ear, then…

SCREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!

“What the hell?” he shouted, yanking the earpiece away from his head. “Russell to Porter! Craig!”

“We lost the signal,” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter’s voice said over the comm. “It’s almost like she stepped into a jamming field.”

“Or one stepped up to her,” Russell said.

“Dammit! Bradley!”

“It is a sensible precaution against eavesdropping,” Dr. Diantha observed, looking between Russell and the patrons passing by out in the mall. “Now that you’ve been cut out of their conversation, can we discuss…”

“We need to get her to back away from him. I’ll comm Tina,” Russell said, unaware that the avian doctor standing on the other side of his console was mere moments away from giving in to the temptation to peck him to death.



Yeoman Tina Jones was finally starting to relax a little and enjoy the reception. As the planner of said event, she’d been on edge making sure that everything was just as President Dillon had requested. But now, half an hour into the festivities, everything seemed to be going quite well. The lighting was elegant, the music soft, and the buffet had the right foods and was being continuously restocked by the Starfleet Catering staff (Now there was an unusual career choice, Jones thought. You go into Starfleet and spend your time serving food at parties. Of course, it was better than being shot at, which was a good possibility in the line of work Jones was trying to get into).

Her tension level immediately jumped as the small earpiece stuck in her ear canal began whispering at her in Russell’s voice. “Tina? Tina!”

“What?” she hissed.

“Can you see the captain?”

“Yeah.”

“Get her to back up.”

“Back up? She’s talking to Bradley…I mean President Dillon. Wasn’t that what you wanted?”

“Just do it!”

“Okay!” Jones snapped, drawing confused stares from a pair of Marfnehian delegates who were passing by, plates piled high with food. She started waving in Beck’s direction, hoping she could catch the captain’s eye.



“Is there a problem?” Bradley asked, noticing that Beck’s attention had drifted away from him.

“No. Not a one,” she replied as she watched Yeoman Jones gesturing at her with some kind of fanning motion. It looked like Jones was telling her to… She took a step back and instantly winced as Russell’s voice erupted in her ear.

“Captain! Can you read me?”

“Oh yeah,” she said, shaking her head.

“Don’t let Bradley get close. He’s wearing a jammer of some kind. We missed the last minute or so of your conversation. Did he tell you what he did with Tiffany Beecher?”

“Are you sure there isn’t a problem?” Bradley asked. “Too much wine perhaps?”

“No, no, and no,” Beck said. “Now about the girl…”

“The situation has been taken care of,” Bradley said, moving a step closer. Immediately Beck leaned back without trying to look like she was leaning back.

Bradley paused, his eyes narrowing at Beck. A split second later, they widened with alarm. He clapped his hand over his mouth. “I’m sorry, Captain,” he said, his voice muffled behind his hand. “I neglected to think that some of the foods I consumed tonight my have an adverse affect on my breath. Please excuse me.” He nodded his head slightly, then rushed off toward one of his ever present Special Secret Section bodyguards. This one obviously had the job of carrying the presidential breath mints.

“What happened?” Russell’s voice said in Beck’s ear. “We lost you again for a second, and then the president scampered.”

“I scared him off,” Beck said.

“You scared him? How?”

“Halitosis.”

“What were you eating down there?” Russell demanded.

“Not me. Him!”

“The president has halitosis?”

“No! He thought that I… Never mind. He’s gone. He’s not telling me where Tiffany Beecher is. Now I am going to eat something, schmooze a bit, and then I’m leaving. If I learn anything, I’ll let you know. Beck OUT.” She wrenched the earpiece out of her ear and shoved it into her pocket before storming over to Yeoman Jones.

“You eat yet?” Beck asked.

“No,” Jones said.

“Want to?”

“Yes.”

“Then let’s get to it. The food isn’t getting any warmer.”

“I could have it heated more, if you’d like.”

“Shut up and eat.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

And so they did.



“Well that was a huge waste of time,” Russell said, yanking out his own earpiece and tossing it down on his console.

“Not just for you,” Diantha muttered. She suddenly caught sight of something out in the mall concourse.

“I’m sorry about that, Doc?” Russell asked as he got up from his seat and walked around the console towards her. “We were in the middle of an operation…not your kind of operation. It doesn’t really matter, but I couldn’t stop when you came in. Was there something I could do for…MMMPPPPHHHHH!

There was a beak in his mouth. It had arrived rather abruptly, and now there it was, filling most of his oral cavity.

Just as quickly as it arrived, the beak was gone.

“That was the beginning of the favor,” Diantha said, releasing her grip on Russell. “I will inform you of the rest as needed.” And with that, she strode out of the Security Office.



“She kissed you?” Porter asked that evening as he and Russell sat in the mall food court having dinner.

“I think that’s what it was. Her mouth was definitely inside of mine,” Russell replied.

“She didn’t leave a worm in there or anything, did she? Maybe she just thought you looked hungry.”

“No. There was more to this. She said something about a favor.”

“Favor? What kind of favor?” Porter asked.

“You know what kind of favor,” Russell said with a glint in his eye.

“This is Diantha we’re talking about.”

“So?”

“So, she’s…prickly.”

“I think it’s a front.”

“Stop it, Sean. Stop it now.”

“I already did some research.”

“I’m going to regret asking this, but what kind of research?”

“Compatibility research,” Russell said. There was that damn glint again.

“No.”

“I wanted to know if it was even possible.”

“No no no.”

“Don’t you want to hear what I found out?”

“No!” Porter cried, covering his ears. He put his hands back down a moment later. “Okay, yes.”

“Actually Keetooan females have…AAUUUUUGGGGHHHHHH!!!!” The scream at the end of Russell’s sentence came about as the Security Chief was abruptly yanked up from his seat by two powerful (and feathered) hands. He soon found himself soaring near the ceiling, well above the lower level of the mall.

“I’m sorry!” Russell cried, grabbing frantically onto the arms that were holding him above the mall concourse. “I didn’t know you were listening! Or that you were sensitive about your…female bits! I won’t talk about them again, Diantha! I swear!”

“What do you know of her female bits?” his captor bellowed. The voice was decidedly not Diantha’s.

“Owylin! Put him down right now!” another voice that actually was Diantha’s ordered. Russell craned his neck to see Diantha swooping toward him. “I said PUT HIM DOWN NOW!”

“No! Not right now! Land first! Land!” Russell shouted.

Much to Russell’s surprise (since he expected to find himself either plummeting to the deck below or as the unwilling participant in an airborne chase), the Keetooan holding him descended back toward the food court and placed Russell gently on the floor before touching down beside him with Diantha arriving a split-second later. Normally this would have been the time for him to say some harsh words to this Owylin guy and drag him off to the brig for assaulting him, but he didn’t get the chance.

“What was that?” Diantha shouted angrily at Owylin.

“This…groundling has no rights to you!”

“YOU don’t have any rights to me.”

“That is not true.”

Porter strolled over to Russell, chewing up the last bit of his lunch. “Nice flight?” he asked as Diantha and Owylin continued yelling at each other.

“Thanks for the concern,” Russell muttered.

“I commed security, but the I saw Diantha heading up there. Looks like she was able to handle things. So what’s this about?”

Russell shrugged. “Sounds like the typical possessive father. Maybe an older brother.”

“..you are still MY WIFE!” Owylin bellowed.

“Or that,” Russell said.

“Hmmph. Never took her for married,” Porter said.

“Neither did I.”

“Guess you can cancel any plans of putting your research into practice.”

“Yep.”

“You seem spectacularly non-plussed by all of this.”

“Ehhh. Something of an occupational hazard for me.”

“Yeah. I guess it would be,” Porter said. “Think we should break this up?”

“Nah. Domestic dispute. I hate getting involved in those.”

Owylin suddenly pointed an accusing talon-like finger at Russell. “That man was all over you.”

“It’s none of your business,” Diantha said.

“You have taken up with a human! How long has this been going on?”

“I’m starting to think you got used,” Porter said.

“It’s certainly looking like it. She kissed me the one time to make him jealous. I’m okay with that.”

“It has been many months now,” Diantha said, folding her arms. “Again, not that it is any business of yours.”

Owylin suddenly turned on Russell, his giant round eyes somehow seeming even bigger as they glared hated at the Security Chief.

“Woah! Hang on,” Russell said.

“You have…been intimate!”

“Many many times,” Diantha said.

“WHAT?” Russell shouted.

“You been holding out on me?” Porter said with a smirk.

“No!” Russell cried. “NO!” he repeated to Owylin. “We haven’t. Ask him,” he said, pointing at Porter. “Earlier I had to look up even how we could! Not that we were going to! She kissed ME!”

Owylin made a move for Russell, but Diantha grabbed his arm and swung him around to face her. “We are not married any longer, Owylin. That was over long ago.”

“We mate for life!”

“I did my part, Owylin. I bonded with you, as our parents expected. I told you then, though, that it was only temporary. And when you, your parents, and my parents wouldn’t stop chirping about a damn hatchling, I did my part then, too. I nested and I laid the egg. After that, it was your problem.”

“Hmmph. She’s got a kid, too,” Porter said.

“Wow. I never took her for a mother,” Russell said.

“Evidently neither did she.”

“You have abrogated your responsibilities to your family for long enough,” Owylin said. “Falenin is coming of age and she needs your guidance.”

“I’m not going back to Keetoo,” Diantha said.

“You do not have to. I brought her to you.”

“You…brought… Stop. What are we doing here?”

“Excuse me?” Owylin asked.

“I’m not talking to you,” Diantha snapped before looking up at the ceiling and shouting. “What are we doing here?” She strode away from a rather surprised Owylin, Porter, and Russell and then surprised them even more by walking right through the nearest wall where she…

“You can stop describing my movements now. I’m out of the story,” Diantha said.

I’M THE AUTHOR. I HAVE TO TELL THE READERS WHERE YOU ARE. IT’S PART OF MY JOB.

“I wouldn’t worry about it. I can’t imagine that anyone is still reading at this point. And stop with the speaker attributions. I’m the only character talking here.”

YOU CAN’T ORDER ME AROUND. I’M THE ONE WRITING THE STORY.

“Oh is that what you think you’re doing out there?”

LAST TIME I CHECKED. WHAT DO YOU THINK I’M DOING?

“Not trying to be original. That’s for sure. Are you really carting out the ‘child I never knew’ bit? How many times has that been done? How many times on Star Trek alone? I’m pretty sure Worf and Alexander covered all the territory anyone ever wanted to see from that plot. Can you honestly tell me that what you were planning for me and my daughter was all that different?”

WELL…NO.

“Is she sticking around after the story is over?”

NO.

“So is there a point to any of this at all?”

I WAS BUILDING TO A JOKE.

“Rehashing this entire lame plot for a joke? It’d better be a great one.”

WELL…

“Oh that inspires confidence. What’s the joke?”

IT’S NOT GOING TO WORK IF I JUST TELL IT TO YOU. THERE’S GOT TO BE BUILD UP.

“What kind of build up?”

YOU TRY TO BE A MOTHER TO FALENIN WHILE SHE’S ON BOARD. AND THEN, WHEN SHE LEAVES, YOU SAY SOMETHING ABOUT HOW HARD IT IS TO BE A PARENT. AND THEN PORTER…OR MAYBE SOMEBODY ELSE SAYS, “YEAH. I DON’T KNOW HOW YOU MADE IT THROUGH THAT WHOLE DAY AND A HALF.”

“That’s it?”

YEAH.

“That’s the joke.”

IT’D BE BETTER IN CONTEXT.

“I don’t think any amount of context in the universe could help that joke. And you want to make it the centerpiece of this entire story?”

NOT REALLY. THE STORY IS SUPPOSED TO BE ABOUT YOU.

“I never asked to be the center of a story.”

YOU FOLKS ARE MY CHARACTERS. YOU AREN’T SUPPOSED TO ASK FOR ANYTHING…OR TALK BACK, I MIGHT ADD.

“The others have never come after you?”

NOT SO FAR. I’D KIND OF LIKE TO KEEP IT THAT WAY.

“Then leave me alone.”

LOOK, DIANTHA. I’M IN BETWEEN THE PROVERBIAL ROCK AND A HARD PLACE WITH YOU.

“Oh goody. Another cliche.”

I MEAN IT. I INTRODUCED YOU IN THE LAST RUN AND REALLY DIDN’T DEVELOP YOU AT ALL.

“So?”

SO READERS WANT DEVELOPED CHARACTERS. I CAN’T JUST PLOP YOU IN NEAR THE END OF THE SERIES AND THEN IGNORE YOU. BUT I ALSO HAVE OTHER STORYLINES TO DEAL WITH THAT YOU’RE NOT A PART OF.

“Do the words Ezri Dax mean anything to you?”

THAT’S WHAT I WAS TRYING TO AVOID. WHAT DID WE GET THERE? TWO? THREE EPISODES ABOUT HER AND HER BACKGROUND THAT STOPPED THE MAIN ARC OF THE SEASON DEAD IN ITS TRACKS? I DIDN’T WANT TO DO THAT.

“And the story you’re writing now is doing what exactly?”

THERE’S THE HARD PLACE. YOU’VE GOT TO HAVE A BACKGROUND.

“No, I really don’t. I’m more than fine in my supporting role. Besides, if this so-called background is as unoriginal as where you were headed in this story, I’ll pass.

I WAS GOING TO COME UP WITH SOMETHING.

“Going to? You don’t even have this entire thing planned out yet? What did you do? Pick a crappy plot and start making it up as you went along?”

NO! DID YOU PAY ATTENTION DURING THAT OPENING SEQUENCE? THERE WAS SOME REAL PLANNING AND CHOREOGRAPHY THERE! AND I ALREADY TOLD YOU ABOUT THE ENDING. I’M JUST WORKING ON…THE SQUISHY MIDDLE BITS.

“Squishy?”

BECAUSE THEY’RE NOT FIRMED UP IN MY MIND YET.

“So you don’t have it planned. You’re just winging…”

DON’T SAY IT.

“I don’t have to. You made it the title of the damn story. Look can we just forget about this whole thing and move on to the next story? One that doesn’t involve me preferably?”

NOT REALLY.

“Why the hell not?”

YOU SEE, THERE’S THE B-PLOT I HAVE TO DEAL WITH.

“B-plot? You mean that stuff with President Dillon that Russell was listening to at the beginning of the story?”

YEAH. THAT WOULD BE IT. AFTER BEING THWARTED IN THEIR EFFORTS TO GET THE LOCATION OF TIFFANY BEECHER OUT OF PRESIDENT DILLON AT THE RECEPTION, THE CREW HAS TO START TRYING OTHER MEANS.

“Thanks for the summary blurb. Does anything really important happen in the story?”

UMM…

“Can I go out on a limb and say no? It’s going to be an entire story of the crew running around and not getting anywhere.”

I HAVE TO BUILD UP THEIR FRUSTRATION AT THEIR INABILITY TO DEAL WITH PRESIDENT DILLON.

“In other words, it’s only the second story of the run, so you’re not going to do anything really important yet.”

YOU DON’T KNOW THAT. I COULD HAVE AN EARLY SURPRISE UP MY SLEEVE. I COULD BE KILLING SOMEBODY OFF!

“Are you going to kill anybody?”

WELL…ACTUALLY I CAN’T.

“Uh huh. See. It’s too early in the run.”

NO. I REALLY CAN’T. ALL OF THE MAIN CHARACTERS ARE IN STORIES THAT HAVE ALREADY BEEN WRITTEN BUT THAT ARE SET A FEW YEARS AFTER THIS ONE. ALL OF THEM EXCEPT YOU, ANYWAY.

“So are you going to kill me?”

I WASN’T PLANNING ON IT. AT LEAST NOT UNTIL WE HAD THIS LOVELY CONVERSATION.

“To sum up then, my plot is a useless rehash and the B-plot is pointless.”

HEY! THERE’S A REVELATION AT THE END.

“Does it involve me?”

NO.

“Then can we leave me out of this altogether? Hell, can you put the revelation at the beginning of the next story and end this mess before it gets any worse?”

I CAN’T JUST LEAVE THE OTHER CHARACTERS HANGING LIKE THAT. I DID THE WHOLE SET-UP AT THE BEGINNING.

“Fine. Skip ahead to your ‘big revelation.’”

WHY DO I FEEL LIKE I LOST CONTROL SOMEWHERE ALONG THE WAY HERE?

“No idea. I work for you. Remember? I’m going back to my office. Let me know when a scene comes up that I should actually be in.”

.

.

.

HMMM…I GUESS I HAVE TO GO BACK TO NARRATING NOW.

And with that last jab, Diantha stormed back into the reality of her world and went to her office, which, oddly enough, is exactly what she said she was going to do. As for her husband and all that…oh just forget it!

Meanwhile, in the B-plot, Captain Beck and the command crew have been futily trying to locate Tiffany Beecher, only to be thwarted at every turn (Didn’t I mention this earlier?). Let’s join them now, shall we?



Lieutenant Commander Porter suddenly looked up from his console in Ops, his face filled with confusion. “Did anybody else feel that?” he asked.

“Feel what?” Commander Walter Morales asked from his post at the docking control console.

“Like the universe just fast-forwarded past the boring parts and dumped us here to clean up the mess.”

“I…don’t know what that would even feel like.”

Captain Beck exited her office practically at a jog. “Do we have anything yet?” she asked quickly.

“No more than we did before,” Porter replied. “I’ve run every scan I can think of and even had Lieutenant Mason scan the station from the outside with the Wayward. We’ve accounted for just about every nook and cranny we can. As far as I can tell, Tiffany Beecher is not on this station.”

“And I’m guessing President Dillon hasn’t been real willing to discuss her,” Lieutenant Commander Russell said from the tactical console.

“I can’t even get through to him. He left this morning for a campaign appearance,” Beck said. “But I had another idea.”

“Is it the kind of idea that’s going to get us arrested and court-martialed and such?” Porter asked. “We’ve been treading that line pretty closely as it is.”

“It could…which is why I’m doing it myself. I want you guys to clear Ops. No one will be able to say that you were any part of this.”

“Won’t Starfleet have something to say about us leaving Ops unmanned?” Morales said.

“I’m pretty sure that’s against regulations,” Russell said.

“Respectfully, Captain, I think we’re staying,” Porter said.

“All right. Don’t say I didn’t give you a chance, though. Morales, see if you can comm the Beechers.”

Morales stared back at his commanding officer as Porter said, “Your big plan is to comm her parents?”

“I never said it was big. But surely Tiffany’s parents want to know where she is even more than we do. If we get them to contact some of the members of the Federation Council who aren’t fans of Bradley, maybe we can get this thing brought out into the open without anyone knowing we were behind it.”

“Okay. That I can buy,” Porter said as Morales worked to locate the Beechers and comm them. After a few minutes (You think finding a phone number in your own town is annoying? Try the entire quadrant.) he made the connection, and the main viewscreen activated, displaying the image of a man. He appeared to be in his late 40s and, based on the fine suit he was wearing and the look of the decor in the room behind him, no stranger to a more upscale lifestyle.

“This is Howard Beecher,” he said. It was more of an announcement than a greeting.

“Mister Beecher, I am Captain Lisa Beck in command of Waystation. Several weeks ago, your family had a stopover here.”

“Yes, Captain. Is there a problem?”

Beck exchanged a quick glance with Porter. Did Beecher somehow miss the fact that his daughter wasn’t around any more? “Your daughter, Tiffany, was…”

“Tiffany is fine, and she is home with us where she belongs,” Beecher said quickly.

“She’s with you?” Beck said. “If I may ask, when did…”

“I am not discussing my daughter with you, Captain. She is home, and everything is fine. I’m sure you have far more important things to worry about.” As Beecher said this, Beck could see Tiffany and a woman Beck could only assume was Mrs. Beecher step into view, obviously curious as to who was on the comm. Mrs. Beecher had a protective arm wrapped around her daughter’s shoulder. Tiffany, meanwhile, gave Beck a slight wave, then looked at the floor.

“My information must have been in error,” Beck said. “I’m sorry to have bothered you, Mister Beecher. Thank you for your time.”

Beecher nodded then cut the channel.

“Guess we can stop looking for Tiffany now,” Porter said.

“Are you sure that was actually her?” Russell asked. “The Special Secret Section could have replaced her with an android or a clone or something.”

“It was her,” Beck said. “But did you see her face? She was terrified. All three of them were.”

“So Bradley and friends grabbed her away from us, intimidated the hell out of her, then sent her home and scared the hell out of her family for good measure so none of them would talk about what happened,” Porter said.

“I’d say that’s a pretty reasonable guess,” Beck said.

“What do we do now?” Morales asked.

“I don’t know,” Beck replied, shaking her head. “Do we even do anything? Yeah, Bradley went way over the line in my opinion, but he let her go. And she probably won’t be blowing up any more dress shops any time soon.”

“Bradley made himself the law in her case. I can’t believe that he won’t do it again.”

“You’re probably right,” Beck said. “But if he does, he’s going to find out damn fast who’s really in charge of this station.”

And while she’d never say it aloud, Beck couldn’t help but hope that she wouldn’t be the one finding out that it was President Dillon who was really in charge.



WAIT! DIANTHA! I’VE GOT ANOTHER IDEA! YOU WERE AN ELITE SOLDIER RESPONSIBLE FOR THE DEATHS OF HUNDREDS OF YOUR PEOPLE, BUT THEN OUT OF REMORSE YOU RAN OFF TO BE A DOCTOR IN STARFLEET AND…

“No.”

OH, COME ON!”

“No!”

OKAY. UM…RICH, DISAPPROVING PARENTS?

“No.”

MULTIPLE PERSONALITY DISORDER?

“NO!”

YOU LAY GOLDEN EGGS?

“We’re done here.”




Waypoint Harbor



by Brendan Chris



“Sean! Wait up!”

Lt. Commander Sean Russell turned, wondering who he knew that had so much energy so early in the morning. He wasn’t really surprised to see Tina Jones walking quickly his way.

“Morning,” Russell gave her a half-wave, his voice carrying far less energy than Jones’.

“How’s it going? All set for another day in station security?” Jones almost bounced on her feet.

“Yeah, set,” Russell grunted. Truth be told, he wasn’t sure just how comfortable he was with the notion that Jones may someday soon be serving under him. And not in the way that he preferred to have women serving under him, but as a security officer.

That particular line of deep thought didn’t last very long before becoming lost in the hazy murk of Sean Russell’s brain. Depth just wasn’t his thing.

“What’s taking so long?” Jones asked, oblivious to Russell’s partial musing, “This place usually has better service than this.”

A rumble in his stomach informed Russell that whoever was working the booth at ‘Sandwich or What’, the establishment Russell had chosen as the lucky recipient of his patronage that morning, was running a LOT slower than usual. Most of the time, he could swing by and grab a Breakfast Burger in less time than it took to change his socks.

“Must be something going on at the head of the line,” Russell said, straightening his shoulders, “I’ll handle this.”

He was about to step out of the line to investigate when he noticed that the line had grown behind Jones.

“Er, you’re going to hold my spot, right?” he asked.

“Sure!” Jones said agreeably.

With that settled, Russell strode forward toward the order counter.

“Is there a problem?” he asked, using his best ‘Starfleet Security’ voice.

Behind the counter a Vulcan teen was patiently holding a bag with the ‘Sandwich or What’ logo on the side while his customer counted out latinum slips.

“Let’s see. I know have another slip in my purse here. Just let me look.”

As Russell watched, the customer started emptying out what looked like half of a convenience store on the counter. He was unable to see the customer’s face, but the voice sounded female.

“Excuse me,” Russell said, “Could you hurry it up a bit? Some of us have places to be?”

The customer turned around, revealing the face of an old woman. Her brilliant silver hair was mostly hidden by the scarf she’d wrapped around her head. Her eyes were large and innocent looking, and her hands trembled slightly as she held her purse.

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry,” she said, sounding as though she’d just destroyed his only chance for real happiness in life, “I didn’t mean to be such a bother.”

“Oh, no, I’m sorry,” Russell heard himself saying, “I was just…you know…being impatient. My fault entirely!” He turned to the Vulcan behind the counter, “Just put it on my tab, OK?”

“As you wish,” the Vulcan nodded.

“Oh, thank you, dear,” the woman said, clutching her breakfast baggie and shuffling away.

Russell walked back to his spot in the line, which was now moving more rapidly.

“That was awfully nice of you,” Jones commented, “But, you know, I really didn’t think she was your type.”

Russell blinked.

“What the hell was that?” he asked, “I went up there to get this line moving, and wound up buying some old lady breakfast?”

“You did get the line moving,” Jones pointed out.

“Yeah, but,” Russell shook his head, “But now I’m out two slips of latinum!”



Scarfing down the last remnants of his Breakfast Burger, Russell exited the turbolift into the Waystation Operations center. He was late for the morning staff meeting for the third time that week, and he knew Captain Beck was going to be pissed.

“Sorry everybody,” he announced, stepping into the conference room, Yeoman Jones close behind, “We had this problem with…hey…” he looked around, “Where is everybody?”

“The Great Dog of the Galaxy took them as chew toys,” Lt. Commander Craig Porter said, seated at the table. Porter, Jones and Russell were the only people in the room. Russell stared at him blankly.

“Somebody has to keep the Great Bird company,” Porter added innocently.

“Sorry folks,” Commander Walter Morales said, stepping through the door, “There was a pair of civilians in the turbolift and…hey…” Morales looked around, “Where is everybody?”

“My apologies for my tardiness,” Dr. Diantha said, her beak proceeding her as she entered the room, “I was accosted by an elderly…wait. Where is everyone else?”

“The question of the day!” Porter quipped, “Everybody scream!”

“Sorry, people,” Captain Beck stormed in through the doors before anybody could tell Porter how strange he was, her arms loaded with padds, “There were a bunch of people walking really, really slowly down the corridor. I swear it was impossible to get past them!”

“There weren’t old by chance, were they?” Russell asked.

“Well, now that you mention it…” Beck replied.

“I’m detecting a pattern here,” Porter said.

“People get older the longer they live?” Morales suggested dryly.

“We’ve got a lot of old people on the station right now!” Russell exclaimed, looking as though a light bulb had gone off over his head.

“It’s not the first time,” Porter said, “Remember the convoy that came through here a few months ago, bound for the Multek casinos?”

“Yes” Morales said, “But I don’t remember them getting in the way back then,”

“That’s because they were just passing through,” Beck said, “If some of these folks get their way, they’re going to be staying here for a long, long time.”

“Just how long are we looking at?” Diantha asked, “Because quite frankly I was not advised that I would need to provide long-term care to a large senior citizen population when I took this post!”

“How long?” Beck consulted one of her padds, “Hmm. According to this, until they’re dead.”

There was surprised silence around the room.

“I’ve got phasers and several security teams,” Russell offered.

“Sean!” Jones snapped, “Show some respect for the elderly!”

“You want to explain that a little, please?” Porter requested, “The death thing, not the respect thing.”

“Sure,” Beck pulled a datachip out of her padd and plugged it into a slot in the table. The large viewscreen lit up with a schematic of Waystation. The viewpoint suddenly shifted, zooming in to a section of the lower saucer. The hull suddenly turned transparent, affording a cutaway view into the station.

“Waystation Country Club and Retirement Suites?” Porter read from the screen, “You’ve got to be kidding!”

“I wish I was,” Beck said honestly.

“Remind me again: who’s bright idea is this?” Morales asked. He was aware that Beck had been negotiating with somebody interested in renting space on the station, but he hadn’t heard most of the details.

“Not mine,” Beck said, crossing her arms, “It seems Starfleet has received a lot of feedback from current and potential station residents that we don’t have a long-term facility that properly caters to the ‘Leisure Class.’”

“I thought the leisure class was a bunch of wine-sipping, cheese-nibbling snobs that spent their time lounging around Starfleet Suites,” Russell said, referring to Bradley Dillon’s luxury hotel.

“Apparently,” Beck explained, “some of those wine-sipping, cheese-nibbling snobs like the idea of living out on ‘the frontier’, where they can feel like they’re part of the action.”

“We aren’t exactly the frontier anymore,” Russell pointed out.

“We’re not exactly the secure center of Federation space, either,” Morales added.

“Does the Federation have a gooey, caramel center?” Porter wondered.

“Look at this,” Morales went on, ignoring Porter and taking a closer look at the schematic on the viewscreen, “They want 3 decks of the lower saucer! Big decks, too! And accommodations for a thousand!”

“One thousand late-middle-aged and elderly beings would overwhelm our medical facilities,” Diantha said bluntly, “It is out of the question.”

“I wouldn’t worry,” Porter said, joining Morales at the viewscreen, “Looks like they want their own surgical center, too.”

“Oh.” Diantha rearranged her feathers, “Very well. I have no objections.”

“I do!” Russell said, “I don’t want this place to turn into the retirement home of the sector! What’s next, are they going to turn The Gravity Well into a shuffleboard court?”

“Actually,” Beck said holding up a padd, “That’s request number 287 on their list.”

“We can’t give them this much space,” Porter said, pointing at the schematic, “We just don’t have the room in the lower saucer for these kinds of facilities.”

“I’m open to alternatives,” Beck said, “In fact, I’m desperate for alternatives. We need something that appeals to beings in their retirement years, and we need it to be something reasonable!”

Everybody turned to look at Yeoman Jones.

“What?” she asked.

“You ARE the station liaison,” Russell said.

“Right,” Jones agreed, “But-”

“Please, Yeoman,” Beck said, “See if there’s something else you can come up with. Anything else!”



THE NEXT DAY-



Beck was in the fitness facilities in the lower saucer, waiting patiently for her squash court to become available.

“Another 5 minutes,” Stephanie Hodges of the Federation Marines said, “Then we use the marine facilities.”

“I’m not letting Lazlo watch you kick my ass,” Beck said firmly, “I’m sure it’s just a minor problem.”

“Medical emergency! Coming through!”

With a flurry of feathers, Dr. Diantha rushed through the fitness facility lounge, two medtechs following behind her.

“I cannot work this way, Captain!” Diantha declared as she passed by, “This is intolerable!”

“What?” Beck called, but Diantha had already ducked down the corridor leading to the squash courts.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Hodges said.

“Yeah,” Beck agreed. Taking Hodges arm, she led her to the upper floor of the lounge where it overlooked the squash courts.

“That explains that,” Beck said, pointing.

Down below, on the hardwood floor, Dr. Diantha was administering to not one but two patients. Both appeared to be roughly 70 standard years old and both appeared to have had heart attacks. Even as they watched, Diantha finished treating the first patient, who calmly climbed to his feet.

“I have been running around the station all morning,” Diantha declared, “Why are these people here at all? There has been no approval for any expanded facilities.”

“They’re retired. It’s not like they have anything better to do,” Hodges said.

“The vultures are circling,” Beck said darkly, “How about those two, are they going to be OK?”

“Of course,” Diantha waved one wingtip, “Minor heart attacks. Nothing they could not handle themselves, if either of them had the motivation to open a med-kit once in a while,” She stormed off, a few features fluttering to the deck as she departed.

“We need to get this situation settled,” Beck said, “And soon.”

“Why?” Hodges asked, “Because they’re making your doctor molt?”

“No,” Beck said, “Because we have a Presidential Election coming up and seniors vote in record numbers. Can you image the kind of propaganda we’d have to deal with if the candidates discovered we had that kind of voting power on board?”

“Crape paper,” Hodges wrinkled her nose, “Signs on the bulkheads. ‘Dillon for President’ ads running on the station comm system,”

“Shhh,” Beck shushed her, “Dillon’s got ears everywhere, and I don’t want you giving him ideas!”



“I have an idea,” Jones said, standing across from Beck’s desk in the station commander’s office.

“I’m listening,” Beck said, “Intently.”

“Well, I posted a message on the Liaison Officer’s Message Board on the Federnet,” Jones said, “And I got a reply from the liaison officer of Starbase 347. He in turn put me in touch with a facilities manager on Deep Space 4, who referred me to a janitor that worked on the Farpoint Station project. This janitor happens to know-”

“Can you cut to the end of this chain?” Beck requested.

“Uh,” Jones colored slightly, “Anyway, I wound up in touch with the dockmaster on Starbase 45. He told about this group that was petitioning the station commander to let them run some kind of private yacht club out of their hanger.”

“And they turned it down?”

“Dropped it like a rock,” Jones said, “See, they only have a few sets of space doors leading in and out of this huge hanger, and they didn’t want to handle all the private traffic. Y’know, first they want in…then they all want out again. And then back in.”

“And I guess they don’t make kitty doors big enough for a starbase,” Beck mused, “We, on the other hand, have 8 main docking bays, each with its own private entrance.”

“Exactly,” Jones nodded.

“Can you get in touch with this group?” Beck asked.

“Sure,” Jones said, “The lady I need to talk to is Claurice Thenian. She was on the starbase waiting for some kind of family reunion-”

“Get in touch with her, and get her out here,” Beck said, “Quickly!”



Craig Porter strolled along the concourse of Starfleet Square Mall, noticing that Nandigar’s Secret was having a special on electrified bustiers. Not his cup of tea, but interesting none the less.

“Lt. Cmdr. Porter.”

Porter turned to see Commander Morales easing his way through a throng of elderly sight-seers.

“My, what formal words you have, Grandma,” Porter said, deadpan.

“Craig,” Morales replied in the same tone, “Do you have a minute?”

“GANGWAY!”

Morales and Porter turned to face the source of the shout. Over by the food court, Ensign Jacob was running all-out, chasing after a speeding blur that moved too quickly for Porter to see. As they watched, Jacob pushed an elderly lady out of the way and dove, landing on the perpetrator and driving him to the deck.”

“Yeah!” Jacob snarled gleefully, “You take my pile-driver of justice, scum-bag!”

Porter and Morales exchanged a look.

“Is everything all right, Ensign?” Morales asked.

“Oh, yeah,” Jacob looked up, noticing them for the first time, “Another purse-snatcher!” He took several deep breaths, “We’re really getting good cardio workouts in security today!”

“Uh, carry on,” Morales nodded, noticing a med-tech rushing to help the woman Jacob had pushed. (She had apparently broken her hip).

“You wanted to talk to me about something?” Porter asked as the two continued on their way.

“Yes, right,” Morales nodded, “Doesn’t it seem a bit odd to you that something as big as a retirement home can be pushed onto the station soo…”

“Quickly?” Porter offered.

“Forcefully,” Morales corrected, “We don’t seem to have much choice here, and Captain Beck doesn’t even seem to be fighting it.”

“That is strange,” Porter frowned, “Have you asked Beck about it?”

“Well…no,” Morales admitted, “I wanted to talk to you first…y’know…because you’re…”

“Intelligent? Witty? Debonair?”

Morales shook his head.

“Let’s go with ‘interesting’,” Morales muttered. He didn’t want to say it, but after the recent string of events including the lockdown, the encounter with Picard’s visit and the mess with Beck’s sister, he wasn’t sure how much Beck would appreciate him questioning her handling of the situation right about now.

“Hey, hey,” Porter grinned, “not TOO interesting, I hope!”

“Ugh,” Morales shook his head again, ‘Maybe ’strange’ was a better word.”

“What’s the difference between an orange?” Porter asked suddenly.

“What? Morales looked at him, totally confused.

“A bicycle!” Porter ginned, “Because a vest has no sleeves!”

The operations officer broke into a fit of giggles.

“Strange,” Morales repeated before walking off.

He’d only gone a short way before running into Yeoman Jones. Literally.

“Commander!” Jones gasped as Morales stumbled, nearly falling to the deck, “I’m so sorry! I was studying! I didn’t see-”

“Quite all right,” Morales grunted, steadying himself. He saw that Jones was clutching a large padd, probably from one of her Academy Annex courses, “But you should know that most people find a comfortable spot to sit down and study. Maybe you should try the Beanus Coffee Hut that just opened?”

“Oh no,” Jones said, “Caffeine makes me act funny,”

Seeing another opportunity, Morales started walking with Jones.

“Lots of things make people act funny,” he said, “Speaking of which, have you noticed anything…funny about what’s going on right now?”

“Well, I saw 10 old people trying to fit into a turbolift,” Jones said, “It was kinda funny, until one of them started getting claustrophobic-”

“I meant with this retirement home and country club thing,” Morales cut in, “You’re the liaison officer, you should be in the loop on this stuff. Don’t you think it’s odd that the first you’ve heard of it is when Beck announces it to the rest of us?”

“Well, yeah,” Jones admitted, “Hmmm. Weird.”

“Yeah, weird,” Morales grinned inwardly, “Anyway, Tina, I have to run. Have fun studying.”



TWO DAYS LATER-



“Which one is hers?” Beck asked.

Yeoman Jones looked out the slanted windows of the Docking Bay 8 control booth. Far below them, the upper level of the bay was nearly empty; only two small scoutships sat on the landing pads. One of the customs/bioscan stations was closed down; the other was manned by a very bored looking crewman. From this angle, Beck couldn’t see in the windows of the twin Arrival and Departure lounges, but she was pretty sure they were pretty empty as well. And there was still the lower level of the bay, which at the moment was completely out of use. Looking out through the open docking bay door, Beck and Jones could see several small points of light, enhanced by the control booth’s Head’s Up Display. The largest point, which soon would become a distinctly visible starship, was labeled as the USS Endurance, on approach for Docking Arm 4. There were also three private yachts, the larger two of which were heading towards the docking ports that ringed the outer edge of Waystation’s upper saucer. The third was the Lady’s Choice, a civilian yacht piloted by Claurice Thenian.

“That one’s hers,” Jones said, highlighting the indicated vessel, “They’re requesting permission to dock.”

“Granted,” Beck sighed.

Jones tapped the panel, activating the bay’s navigational beacon and automated tractor beam protocols.

“I know it’s really none of my business,” Jones said, “But I’ve kinda been wondering…how come we’re being forced into this retirement thingy?”

Beck sighed again.

“Somebody with connections,” she grumbled. Looked uncomfortable, she stopped.

“Captain, I know I’m not really an officer yet,” Jones said timidly, “But if you want to talk about it…”

“I’m sure the story’s going to get out sooner or later anyway,” Beck said, “The truth is, Tina, Admiral Ra’al has basically OK’d the construction of some kind of facility on the station for the ‘Leisure Class’. And she’s really throwing her weight around on it, God knows why. I can’t stop it, but if I can at least get an alternative, we can try to minimize the damage.”

“Why would she do that?” Jones asked.

“She’s…not happy…about what happened on her last visit here,” Beck said, running her fingers through her hair with an air of frustration, “Dillon won’t let her put anything in my file, or register any kind of formal complaint, so this is her way of getting back at us.”

“And Bradley, I mean, President Dillon won’t do anything to stop her?”

“You kidding?” Beck raised an eyebrow, “More facilities on board to attract just the kind of people who have the latinum to spend on places like his fancy restaurant? Or relatives that might need a place like the Starfleet Suites to stay in while they visit friends and family in a glorified nursing home? He probably wishes he’d come up with the idea sooner,”

One of the control panels started beeping.

“The Lady’s Choice has arrived, ma’am,” the crewman sitting at the other console reported.

“Let’s go great our last hope, shall we?” Beck asked. Jones rose from her seat to follow as the Captain led the way out of the control booth.



Claurice was waiting next to her ship. The Lady’s Choice was a small but elegant vessel, roughly the size of a runabout. Unlike a runabout, it sat above the deck on a graceful tripod of landing gear, a small ramp leading into the ship. The ship was clearly designed for extensive use in the atmosphere, as a large section of the upper surface contained what looked like a patio, with tables, chairs and a replicator that appeared to fold out of one bulkhead. It was obviously a luxury craft.

“Captain Beck, I presume?” Claurice asked. Her tone was polite in a no-nonsense kind of way and the smile on her face was genuine. Her hair was done up in a very flattering hairdo, the brown curls flowing around her head and down to her shoulders. She wore tasteful jewelry and carefully applied makeup. Beck judged her to be roughly the same age her own mother would have been, had she been alive. A brief wave of pain passed through her as she was reminded of her recent family problems.

“Yes, I’m Lisa Beck,” Beck smiled, reaching out to shake Claurice’s hand, noticing the long painted fingernails.

“My husband, Dwayne,” Claurice said graciously, gesturing to her side. Beck looked. Nobody was there. Frowning, Claurice looked back towards the ship. “DWAYNE!”

“Coming, dear,”

A slim man a few years older than Claurice stepped carefully out of ship. His hair was grey and he wore clothes that were very casual, in contrast to Claurice’s stylish dress.

Claurice made introductions again.

“Now,” Claurice said, getting to business, “I understand you have a space to rent out,”

“Yes,” Beck nodded, “You see, we, er, want to try to expand the appeal of Waystation to as many different walks of life as possible.”

“Word on the grapevine is that Zemtek Corporation wants to build a retirement home here,” Dwayne cut in.

“That’s one possibility,” Beck said cautiously.

“But not one you’re in favor of,” Claurice said bluntly.

“Well…”

“Let me look around here,” Claurice said, waving one hand. She walked around her ship, eyeing the cavernous docking bay.

“It’s certainly large enough,” she commented, delicately craning her neck to look up at the vaulted ceiling, “My nephew runs a starship, but I don’t recall any part of it being this big.”

“Uh,” Beck swallowed, “Your nephew’s name isn’t ‘Baxter’, is it?”

“No,” Claurice responded absently.

“Conway?”

“No, not at all,” Claurice waved one hand dismissively.

“Oh thank God,” Beck blew out a relieved breath.

“Put some holographic projectors up on the ceiling,” Claurice muttered, strolling towards the edge of the ‘shelf’ that formed the upper landing deck, “Add a third level…none of the ships we’ll be dealing with are big enough to need this huge space. Maybe a nice bistro in one of the lounges…”

Beck and Jones followed as Claurice continued wandering, past the customs stations, through the Departure Lounge, up to the control tower.

“Yes, this space will be acceptable,” Claurice said finally, “I’ll need to bring in some designers, of course, but I do believe we can do business.”

“I hope so,” Beck smiled.

“I’ll have my designer send you the plans by the end of the week.”

“So soon?” Beck asked.

“I don’t move slowly,” Claurice said seriously. She turned and started walking back towards her ship, “And God help anybody who can’t keep up!”

Beck and Jones exchanged a nervous glance.



Several days later Russell and Porter wandered down the concourse of Starfleet Square Mall. Russell was on one of his standard security patrols (which really were nothing more than an excuse to check out the female shoppers) and Porter was on his way to Ops.

“Does something feel…different about this place to you?” Russell asked.

“Come to think of it,” Porter said, “Yeah, it does. It feels…empty somehow.”

“I haven’t had to stop a single purse-snatcher all day,” Russell said, sounding a little proud, “I think it’s a sign. We’ve got such an efficient security team that criminals are learning to fear and obey us!”

“Or maybe,” Porter said, the realization hitting him, “It’s because all the purse-toting old ladies have left.”

Russell looked around.

“Hey, you’re right. All the fossils are gone.”

“Sean, that’s no way to talk about the elderly.”

“Why not?” Russell shrugged, “They’re not here anymore.”

“I guess the word’s out that the retirement home is a no-go,” Porter shrugged.

“Yeah, I am SO glad we’ve heard the last of that,” Russell said, “The last thing we need around here is more change!”

“Hmmm,” Porter said absently, “You up for a holo-program later?”

“Since when do we do holo-programs together?” Russell asked.

“Hardly ever,” Porter shrugged, “I just thought it’d be nice to do something that’s not related to work. It sure helped out Beck and Nelson.”

“Craig, that was years ago, when the station was being renovated!” Russell said, “Nelson doesn’t even live here anymore!”

“It’s the thought that counts,” Porter said, moving off towards the turbolift that would take him to Ops, “Forget it.”

“I’d totally be in,” Russell called, “But I have a date tonight!”

“Good for you,” Porter said, nodding as the turbolift doors closed, “Hope you have fun.”

“Me too,” Russell muttered, turning back to his ‘patrol’, “Now I just have to find a date…”

Continuing down the concourse, Russell’s eyes moved the practice ease of a security officer, quickly scanning the area, identifying items of interest, assessing them and either moving on or further investigating said item of interest. Of course, most security officers focused on identifying and assessing threats to station security, while Russell was more focused on identifying smooth skin, slender legs and firm, supple…er, bodies. Especially the more feminine body parts. No, the ones higher up. No, not the eyelashes! For crying out loud, he was looking for a hot set of breasts, OK? Geez, what do the men on YOUR planet look for?



*********************************************************************

Waystation Management would like to apologize for our guest writer’s thoughtless comments regarding area’s of interest on the female body. We at Star Traks: Waystation realize that our readers come from a wide range of backgrounds, interests and planets of origin. It is our hope to provide a welcoming, inclusive environment for all, regardless of which portion of the female body you prefer to gaze upon. To our female readers, we understand that Sean Russell is beyond apologizing for, and hope that you can find it in your hearts to forgive the little bastard. Thank you, and please enjoy the story. *********************************************************************



“Hey gorgeous,” Russell said, putting on what he felt was an alluring smile as he leaned on the counter of the Sandwich or What? stand, facing a very attractive brunette as she waited for her order, “Welcome to Waystation. I’m Lt. Cmdr Russell, station security. I hope you’re enjoying your stay?”

The brunette turned to him, the expression on her face somewhere between Grim Reaper and a Great White shark.

“I live here, SEAN!” she snapped, “You took me out for dinner last year and you never called back after that night!”

“Really?” Russell frowned, “Well, why don’t we try it again? I never forget a-”

SMACK!

“And get a new pickup line too, you pig!”

Russell rubbed his face as the brunette stormed off, leaving her Pakled Panzorotte behind. Had he really gone out with her? Slept with her even? Possible, he supposed. He did live on the station, it was inevitable that sooner or later he’d run into somebody he’d already been with. Was it his fault that she took a night of fun and turned it into some kind of unlivable commitment? Surely not. If she was that broken up over him, that was her problem, right?

Anyway, there was no way he could make that kind of mistake twice.



“You asked to see me, oh Captain, my Captain?” Porter asked, arriving at Beck’s office.

“Yes, Craig,” Beck said, standing, “Have you met Mrs. Thenian?”

“Ma’am,” Porter nodded.

“We were just going over the final designs for Waypoint Harbor,” Claurice explained, gesturing to a large schematic on Beck’s desk. The schematic was actual paper, which seemed to Porter to be both wasteful and classy at the same time.

“Waypoint Harbor?” Porter asked.

“Yes!” Claurice smiled, “A cozy, luxurious little get-away, with the excitement of the unknown Beta Quadrant and the fun-filled Multek Enclave right at your doorstep!” Claurice chuckled to herself, “I’m sorry, Mr. Porter. I’ve been practicing my sales pitch.”

“Good start on that,” Porter said politely, “Uh, so what do you need me for?”

“I need your opinion on the designs, Craig,” Beck said, gesturing at the paper, “Before I let anybody make changes to MY station.”

Was it Porter’s imagination, or did Beck’s eyes flicker towards Claurice as she said ‘my’?

Porter studied the paper.

“Uh,” he frowned, “I don’t really see anything different. I mean, it looks like you’re making a couple of changes to accommodate a large number of smaller ships…three internal levels instead of two, more landing pads, additional fueling and power hookups. But the docking bay already has maintenance facilities and-”

“We will be renovating extensively,” Claurice interrupted, “The dull Starfleet grey simply must go. When our members arrive at Waypoint Harbor, I want them to experience a homey, friendly atmosphere. We’ll be transforming the Arrivals lounge into a bistro and the Departures lounge into a combination bar/theatre/concert hall, adding in holographic scenery-”

“Looks OK to me,” Porter shrugged. He frowned at one item.

“Uh, except these external docking ports you want to add onto the bay. We’d have to tear out a good bit of the hull and rework the structural supports to-”

“We’ve already decided against those,” Beck cut in.

“For now,” Claurice added, glancing at Beck before returning her attention to Porter, “If our membership increases we may need the additional docking space.”

“We’ll cross that road when we come to it,” Beck said.

“Of course,” Claurice gave a small smile.

Porter looked between the two women.

“Uh, OK,” he smiled again, “Happy building.”

“Thank you,” Claurice gave a graceful nod.

“Dismissed,” Beck nodded.

Porter turned to leave, almost running into Marine Colonel Lazlo on his way out.

“Out of my way, Porter,” Lazlo snapped, storming into Beck’s office, “Beck, this is an outrage!”

“Clearly,” Claurice said, raising one eyebrow.

“Who the hell are you?” Lazlo snapped.

“Claurice Thenian,” Claurice replied, rising to her feet, “Who the hell are you?”

“I am-”

“A very large pain in my ass,” Beck sighed.

“I,” Lazlo repeated, glaring at Beck, “Am the leader of the greatest force for security on this station! What makes you think you can give a pack of civilians an entire docking bay when my marines are still confined to-”

“I don’t think I like your tone,” Claurice interrupted.

“Mrs. Thenian,” Beck also jumped to her feet, “I’ll handle-”

“I’m a Federation Marine, lady!” Lazlo snapped, his moustache starting to twitch, “And as long as I’m protecting your ass, I’ll talk however I like!”

“Oh really?” Claurice put her hands on her hips, “Last time I checked, the Marines worked FOR the citizens of the Federation!”

“Get this civilian out of my face,” Lazlo grimaced.

“Listen here, you jerk,” Claurice snapped, stabbing one finger against Lazlo’s chest “I don’t know what your problem is, but the Yachting Organization of Upper Centaurian Hospitality as already been granted a lease on the docking bay. You can whine and complain all you like, but the fact of the matter is that we are here, we are staying and if you don’t like it there is very little you can do about it.”

Lazlo eyed Claurice warily. Suddenly, she was no longer an annoying civilian. Now, she was a potential adversary. One who apparently would not bow down and submit to his authority.

“We’ll see,” he glanced at Beck, moustache now positively vibrating. He stormed out the office door.

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” Claurice said, composing herself.

“Likewise,” Beck sighed.

The doors hissed open again.

“What happened to the day when people actually rang my door chime?” Beck seethed.

“Captain Beck, Mrs. Thenian,” President Dillon smiled as he stepped into the office, two members of his Super Secret Section taking up position in the back quarters. Inwardly, Beck was about two minutes from kicking everybody out and locking the door. Outwardly, she smiled as Dillon kissed the back of Thenian’s hand, “Welcome to Waystation, Mrs. Thenian,” Dillon said.

“Claurice, please, Mr. President,” Claurice blushed.

“Claurice,” Dillon nodded, taking Claurice by the arm and leading her out of the office, “I just want to make sure you know how happy we at Waystation are to have the Y.O.U.C.H establishing a harbor on our humble station. I assure you, Starfleet Suites, Dillon’s Restaurant and all the merchants in Starfleet Square Mall are here to serve.”

Beck was relieved as Dillon’s voice faded out. Fine, so Dillon wanted a chance to drum up business for his swanky restaurant (not that it needed it) and Lazlo was angry about something (as usual). Hopefully now things could go back to normal. This was HER station, and be damned if she was going to let this situation spiral out of control!



“Hey,” Russell said pleasantly as he approached a beautiful blond woman waiting in line at Soup on a Stick, “Try the Bajoran bat-bird stew on a stick, it’s great.”

The blond gave a smile.

“Thank you, I will.”

Good sign! Russell cheered inwardly.

“Sean Russell,” he said, reaching for her hand.

“Bethany,”

“A pleasure to meet you,” Russell said, “Y’know, I consider it part of my duty to make sure a woman as beautiful as you gets the full hospitality of the station.”

“How thoughtful,” Bethany said, placing her order.

“I’m a thoughtful kinda guy,” Russell said, “So, shall we say my place around 2000 hours?”

“That sounds lovely,” Bethany smiled again, reaching for her soup on a stick. Suddenly, her expression darkened, “But I said no before, and I’m saying no now. AND MAYBE THIS TIME YOU’LL REMEMBER MY NAME, YOU PIG!”

With that she slammed her soup against Russell’s head, sending scalding hot pieces of Bajoran bat-bird flying all over him as she stormed off.



“Two in a row?” Porter was grinning, “Ouch.”

“It’s not funny,” Russell grumbled, “This is a sign, Craig! I’ve been living here too long! It’s just like 4th year at the Academy-”

“Right, I can remember,” Porter sighed, “Face it, Sean, when you go through women the way you do, sooner or later you’re going to start running out.”

“I wouldn’t go through as many if more of them would just say yes,” Russell grunted, “Why are we running this program again?”

“Because you couldn’t get a date and this is what I had planned for the evening,” Porter said.

“Yeah, but it’s soo….”

“Interesting?”

“Boring,” Russell said.

The two of them were walking through a re-creation of the Museum of Alpha Centauri. Porter had just received a program recreating the Medieval Centauri Times exhibit the museum had held several months ago. Being a fan of swords, armor and other archaic items, Porter was having a great time comparing the Alpha Centaurian chain mail to its Terran equivalent. Russell was very bored, and was totally unimpressed with the heavy cloaks the medieval Centauri women had apparently worn.

“I can change the program,” Porter offered.

“Risan Jamaharon Review?” Russell asked, perking up.

“I don’t think so,” Porter said.

“Vulcan Pon Farr Fantasy?”

“Sean, those are programs you’re just going to have to run by yourself.”

“Miss America 2006?”

“Ooookay,” Porter stopped walking, “Sean, I hate to say this, but you either need to find a woman or spend the night alone in your quarters. You’re getting on my nerves.”

“I’ll be good,” Russell said, sounding glum.

“Why don’t we try to get your mind off your many and varied dating shortcomings?” Porter said, “Computer, run program Porter 3B.”

“Hey!” Russell objected as the museum around them vanished, to be replaced by the control room of a 20th Century nuclear submarine, “The navy?”

“Yup,” Porter said, “Weapons, bad guys, and a no-girls allowed policy. The grown man’s treehouse.”

“Forget it,” Russell shook his head, calling for the exit.

“I guess I’ll play with the torpedoes myself then,” Porter sighed.



The next day, Porter arrived at the Starfleet entrance to Docking Bay 8. Each docking bay was designed to serve as a full-serviced travel facility, with arrival and departure lounges, cargo unloading and maintenance facilities, customs and bioscan stations, the works. Of course, since the Starfleet officers on the station often had to jump into a runabout and leave the station in a moments notice, their security clearance gave them more direct access to the docking bays. Porter stepped through the door, surprised to find Captain Beck already there. She was standing in the corner of the bay, watching as yet another construction barge eased in the door. Engineers in civilian garb were already tearing out wall panels, adjusting structural supports and gutting the Arrivals lounge.

“Heya, Cap,” he said, waving, “Whatcha doing here?”

“Construction on this…this,” Beck rolled her eyes, “Harbor thing is kicking into high gear.”

“Yup,” Porter held up his toolkit, “I’m just removing some highly classified Starfleet tractor beam equipment, just in case one of these devious construction types-”

“I just don’t like it when people start touching my station,” Beck said suddenly, not paying much attention to Porter.

“Yes, because THAT never happens,” Porter said, “Never, nope. Not a station with several thousand people living on it.”

“This is different,” Beck said, wincing as one of the huge overhead lighting panels, larger than some ships, swung precariously as technicians attempted to free it from its mounts, “I feel…violated…”

Porter tried to think up a joke, but given his past history with Beck, his sense of humor seemed to have taken a sudden vacation.

“Sorry,” Beck grimaced, noticing his discomfort, “Look, Craig, let’s go get lunch or something. If I keep watching this I’m going to go nuts,”

“McBaughb’s?” Porter suggested.

“Race ya!” Beck said playfully.



“It has begun,” Lerk said, carefully not to meet the mysterious figures’s eyes.

“Hmm,” the figure said, looking thoughtful, “Waypoint Harbor, they’re calling it?”

“Yes, ma’am,”

“That could be a pleasant little…diversion,” the mysterious figure examined one hand, on which her long, carefully polished fingernails gleamed blood-red. She looked over to the nearby mirror, then made the slightest adjustment to her silvery hair, “A woman my age does need her little retreats.”

She turned more sharply towards her assistant.

“Is he still there?” she demanded.

“Yes ma’am,” Lerk said, nodding nervously, “He’s still assigned to the station.”

“Excellent,” the woman steeled her fingers in front of her face, lost in thought for several minutes.

“Arrange a berth for my ship at the Waypoint Harbor opening,” she said finally, “And advise Claurice that I wish to arrange a congratulatory luncheon, and that her family simply must attend.”

She giggled, the sound coming out as more of a cackle than anything out.

“Revenge will be so sweet!”

“You know, madam,” Lerk said meekly, “Is it really necessary to go through with this? I mean, it is risky, even with your precautions, and-”

“That man,” the woman interrupted, “Has cost me a great deal. Both in terms of merchandise and in people. He will pay for what he has done.”

“But surely there are others,” Lerk went on, “I mean, you have plenty of friends-’

“I have pathetic, sniveling little underlings like you,” the woman said sharply, “Who think that because they work with me they have my ear. Or I have greedy investors, eager to share in my success!” Her lips tightened.

“No, Mr. Lerk, there can be no replacement for what he took from me!”



TWO WEEKS LATER-



“Jaws of Delight, you are cleared to dock in Docking Bay 8.”

“We have the Filligans Folly on approach; they are requesting a vector.”

“I don’t want to dock at Bay 8! I’m supposed to dock at Waypoint-”

“Operations to PuppetMaster, break to port! You’re on a collision course with the Operations tower!”

“Docking Bay 8 IS Waypoint Harbor!”

“Carried Away, permission to depart is denied, repeat, DENIED! All vectors for Bay 8 are currently in use.”

“They way don’t you just call it Waypoint Harbor?”

Captain Beck and Lt. Cmdr Russell watched with a combination of amusement and horror as Commander Morales and two junior officers played the Docking Control consoles like pianos.

“How’s it going, Commander?” Beck asked.

“Everythings under cont…NO! PupperMaster, come to PORT not Starboard!” Morales shouted.

Beck winced as a small civilian yacht flashed by Ops, the lettering on one warp nacelle clearly visible through the window.

“Russell, log the PuppetMaster for reckless endangerment,” she ordered.

“Got it,” Russell replied, tapping his padd.

“We’re not telling Lazlo about this, right?” Morales asked, still looking at his console, “the last time we had a traffic situation like this, he tried to play traffic cop and wound up ripping the station in two.”

“Stephanie talked him into staging another combat drill,” Beck said, “Not that he needed much convincing.”

“No, Big Banger, permission to dock in Bay 8, I mean, Waypoint Harbor is denied. Only Y.O.U.C.H. members have access to that bay. We’ve got a lovely docking port for you-”

Morales winced, pulling the small earpiece out of his ear as a loud burst of profanity emerged.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Stafford, but it doesn’t matter if you’re related to Mrs. Thenian-”

“Give me that,” Beck said, reaching for the earpiece, “This is Captain Beck. I really don’t care who you are, but I am the commander of this station. You will follow your docking instructions exactly or I will blast your engines to pieces and have your vessel towed. Do I make myself clear?”

She handed the earpiece back to Morales.

“Russell, arm phasers.”

“Uh, are you sure-” Russell looked at Beck uneasily.

“Actually, make that quantum torpedoes,” Beck corrected.

Russell tapped at his panel, wondering if the pressure had finally caused his CO to snap.

There was a moment of silence.

“Big Banger is proceeding towards their assigned docking port,” Morales reported.

“I thought he might,” Beck grinned, “Disarm weapons.”

“Nice touch,” Russell added, relieved.

“I just really needed to do that,” Beck said. Something about the pilot’s name was bugging her. Oh well.

“Please tell me this kind of traffic isn’t going to be the norm,” Morales said, “Because if it is, I can see why Starbase 45 turned these people down!”

“This is just for the Grand Opening,” Beck assured him, “Once our new…residents…are settled in and the Y.O.U.C.H. takes over traffic control for Bay 8, things will be back to normal.”

“Gisele to Captain Beck.”

Beck rolled her eyes.

“Just when I was starting to feel better,” she grumbled, “Beck here!”

“Captain. Greetings and salutations. I do hope you realize how much the President appreciates the flexibility you’ve shown in your dealings with-”

Beck started rubbing her face with one hand.

“Gisele,” she said, the name less a word and more a growl in the back of her throat.

“President Dillon thought you may wish to know that a Ms. Dekelina will be arriving within the hour,” Gisele said crisply.

“Great,” Beck said flatly as Morales started shouting at somebody over the comm, “Who’s that?”

Beck could have sworn the usually unflappable secretary had suddenly gagged on something.

“Captain Beck,” Gisele said, “Ms. Dekelina is the sole owner of Velvane Corporation!”

“And?” Beck asked after a moment.

“Velvane is the single largest manufacturer of multi-species cosmetics in the quadrant!” Gisele said, “Their research facilities into cosmetic surgery are unrivaled in the known galaxy!”

“Uh-huh,” Beck replied, “So it’s yet another powerful business person. Why do I care?”

There was a click as the comm went dead.

“I think you actually upset her,” Russell said, watching as Morales pounded his console with one fist.

“Yeah,” Beck smiled, “It felt good. Why don’t you head down to Bay 8 and keep an eye on things? I have plenty more steam to blow off.”

She cracked her knuckles, then started towards the Docking Control console.



Russell walked down the corridor towards Bay 8, excuse me, Waypoint Harbor, tapping at his padd as he went.

“Hey, Sean,” Porter said, coming up from behind him.

“Hey,” Russell said, still tapping at his padd.

“Lisa told me to meet you down at Bay 8,” Porter went on, “I guess she wants the new residents to feel welcome?”

“Sure,” Russell said, barely paying attention, “Given the choice between these guys and a nursing home, I know who I want around.”

“Right,” Porter looked over at Russell’s padd.

“Whatcha doing?”

“Hmm? Nothing,” Russell quickly held the padd to his chest, hiding the display.

“Sean…” Porter said.

“It’s something I should have done a long time ago,” Russell said enigmatically.

“What, a database of all the women you’ve ever hit on?” Porter laughed.

Russell remained quiet.

“Really?” Porter asked, grabbing for the padd, “How can you possibly remember all-”

“I don’t,” Russell said, keeping the padd out of Porter’s reach, “But I have to start somewhere, right?”

The two of them had reached the main entrance to Waypoint Harbor. The layout of the docking bay’s support facilities had been reworked considerably. Rather than the standard Starfleet doors, they now faced a double-sized, open entranceway. The grey and silver colors of the corridor gave way to a lobby furnished with painted wood paneling and tiled marble floors. Standing at a concierge stand beside the entrance was a tuxedoed man. As Russell and Porter stepped in, he immediately looked up at them.

“Welcome to Waypoint Harbor,” he said, his voice somewhat snooty, “And what is your business?”

“Station security,” Russell replied.

“Ahh,” the concierge quickly consulted a panel, “Of course, Lt. Cmdr. Russell. Do go in.”

“Uh, thanks,” Russell looked oddly at the man, then stepped through the door that opened behind him.

“This is still OUR docking bay, right?” Russell asked Porter.

“Well, we DID rent it to them…”

They walked down a short corridor to what had once been the security checkpoint and customs area. The standard Starfleet equipment had been replaced and scaled down, since the Harbor was now dedicated to residents rather than travelers. Nodding at a seated guard, Russell and Porter stepped into the renovated docking bay.

“Wow…” Porter said, eyes widening as he looked around.

The docking bay’s new holographic systems were clearly up and running. Rather than a utilitarian docking bay, Porter and Russell found themselves standing in the middle of a grassy plain. Behind them, the rear wall had the image of a building projected onto it, the doors leading into the station appearing to lead into a stone and brick structure. The illusion was perfect, even the windows looking into the renovated Arrivals and Departures lounges fit in perfectly. One wall was projecting the illusion of a towering waterfall, with a holographic river running towards the edge of the upper level before it fell down in a series of waterfalls to the lower two levels. The opposite wall projected mountains, giving the illusion that the ships sitting on the pad were actually sitting in a mountain clearing. The control booth was completely hidden by the clear blue holographic sky. Only the open docking bay door spoiled the image, and Porter was pretty sure that when the door was closed the holographic illusion would be complete.

“Very nice,” Porter admitted.

“Yeah, she is,” Russell said dreamily.

“I wonder what the power consumption is…” Porter frowned, “She?”

Russell handed his padd over to Porter and walked towards a very attractive blond girl standing next to one of the ships. She was around 5’10 with perfect, creamy skin and expressive blue eyes. Her hair flowed down her back, drawing Russell (and Porter’s) eyes down to a very attractive, curvaceous figure. As they watched, she tossed her hair and turned to address somebody inside the ship.

“Mom, do you have any idea how long it takes to get here? You’re not living in this place now, are you?”

“We have a wide range of visitor and permanent quarters available on the station, if you’d like to be closer to your mother,” Russell said smoothly, smiling at the woman.

“Thanks,” the woman gave Russell a quick once over, then turned back.

“Is there at least a place where I can get a cup of non-replicated coffee?”

“I really don’t know,” a familiar female voice said, “But it’s a big station. I’m sure if you look around you’ll find something.”

“We just opened up a new Beanus Coffee Hut in Starfleet Square Mall, ma’am,” Russell said with a smile, “I’d be more than happy to show it to you.”

The woman turned back to Russell.

“Oh,” she thought for a moment, then shrugged. “OK, I guess.”

“I’m Lt. Cmdr. Sean Russell, chief of security,” Russell gave a small bow.

“Debora Thenian,” Debora said, “My mother’s been here for like, the past 3 weeks getting this place setup. But don’t you have better things to do besides play tour guide?”

“My dear,” Russell said, “It’s my duty to make our visitors feel welcome.”

“Ugh,” Debora shook her head in disgust, “Fine, let’s go.”

“See you later,” Porter chuckled, giving a half-hearted wave. As Russell and Debora left, Porter turned to the padd Russell had given him. One column had a list of female names, the next said either ‘yes’ or ‘no’. The names that had ‘yes’ next to them (and they were the minority) had additional details, some of which were enough to make Porter blush.

Porter read through the list of names, frowned, then hit the ‘next page’ button.

Then the ‘next page’ button again.

And again.

“And these are just the ones he remembers?” Porter wondered aloud.



“Anybody else I can yell at?” Beck asked Morales, still standing near the Docking Control station in Ops.

“Nope,” Morales replied, looking over his display, “Looks like that Andorian runabout was the last one. By the way, do I want to ask what a svetzzzzvisssnix is?”

“Only if you’re interested in cooking the internal organs of somebody while they’re still alive,” Beck smiled as Morales turned a distinct shade of green, “But it’s been a long time since I’ve used that one. Some curses just need to be saved for special occasions.”

“So the next time you’re stressed out, we just need to get a pack of rich idiots for you to shout at?” Porter commented.

“That or a good massage therapist,” Beck replied.

There was a soft beep from Porter’s console.

“Hmmm,” he frowned, tapping at his panel.

“Problem?” Beck asked.

“I don’t think so,” Porter replied, “The computer just logged a failed attempt to access our personnel database.”

“Failed?”

“Probably nothing,” Porter shrugged, “Somebody tried to open the wrong file. I wouldn’t worry about it.”



“Ooops,” Lerk said, swallowing, “That one didn’t work,”

“What do you mean, it didn’t work?” the mysterious figure demanded.

“I mean the codes I had for their personnel database aren’t working!”

The mysterious figure thought for a moment.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said finally, “we don’t really need those details, we know enough. Proceed with our plans, and hope that your failure hasn’t tipped anybody off to our plans!”



Russell led Debora down the corridor to Starfleet Square Mall, then up to the second level. The Beanus Coffee Hut was positioned just down the concourse from the food court. Inside, the decor was dominated by deep browns, windows on one side looking out into the mall. Russell and Debora sat in a pair of armchairs next to a crackling holographic fireplace.

“This is cozy,” Debora said, settling herself in.

“I know a lot of cozy places,” Russell said, winking suggestively.

“Ugh,” Debora rolled her eyes. A waiter stopped by to take their order.

“Just a coffee for me,” Russell said, “But for this lovely lady, I think something from your Elite line will do.”

“Of course,” the waiter bowed, then left.

“Only the best for such a lovely woman,” Russell said.

At this, Debora almost gagged.

“Look, Sean,” she said, “If you want to have sex with me, just say it. I really don’t want to listen to cheesy lines and innuendos all evening.”

Russell’s brain immediately went into overdrive. Was this an invitation? A trap? Should he play it cool?

“Yeah, I’d love to!” Russell blurted. So much for keeping it cool.

“I see.”

Russell’s held his breath, waiting to see if he was about to get slapped or laid. (Or possibly both). Debora remained sitting, looking out at something in the hover-rink.

She wasn’t leaving. Good sign!

“So, did you want to finish our coffee first, or just head back to my place and do the-”

“I never said I was going to have sex with you,” Debora said.

“Oh,” Russell was confused, “Uh, OK.”

They sat in silence as their beverages arrived. Debora picked hers up and took a dainty sip.

“Well? Are you going to leave?” she asked.

“Why?” Russell’s brow shot up, “Do you want me to?”

“No,” Debora shrugged, “But I’m curious. If you’re after sex and I’m not promising you any, why stick around?”

To be honest, Russell wasn’t really sure on that one. Sure, she was hot, but if he wasn’t going to get lucky, why not just head off in search of his next conquest? Surely some lovely young new arrival would like to experience what he had to offer.

On the other hand, there was something a bit different about Debora. Maybe it was the casual, almost flippant way she’d agreed to accompany him, or the direct way that she pushed through all of his one-liners and come-ons to just get right down to business and establish the rules of their outing, without seeming the least bit angry.

Or it could be the fact that she hadn’t said she wouldn’t have sex with him.

“Excuse me.”

Russell and Debora looked up to see a tall, broad-chested male, Risan judging from his attire, standing next to their table.

“Ms. Thenian?” he asked politely.

“You never told me you had a boyfriend!” Russell exclaimed.

“He’s not my boyfriend!” Debora said, giving him an annoyed look, “I don’t even know him!”

“And I prefer men,” the Risan said, giving Russell a wink.

“Oh,” Russell gulped.

“In any event,” the Risan was immediately back in ‘Business Mode’, “I am Sekun, personal assistant to Ms. Dekelina. I have been sent to invite you and your,” he gave Russell another once-over, “companion to a luncheon aboard her ship, the Beauty Queen, this afternoon.”

“What? Companion?” now Debora looked surprised, “But I just met him!”

“Ms. Dekelina understands that your mother has put a great deal of work into the Waypoint Harbor project, and is most impressed. And, of course, a young woman like yourself must have a suitable escort.”

“OK, OK,” Debora sighed, “Look, just cut the flattery and we’ll go, OK?”

“As you wish,” Sekun bowed and left.

“We will” Russell asked in a small voice.

“Do you want to?” Debora asked casually.

“Uh, sure,”

“Good,” she finished the last of her coffee and stood, “Pick me up at 1900 hours.”



Beck, Porter and Jones stood in the docking control booth of Waypoint Harbor. Through the one-way holographic illusion, they could see several small craft parked on the holographic grassy plain of the upper lever. The two lower levels were likewise full. Beck had to admit it, Thenian’s little attraction certainly had appealed to the wealthy masses. She still hadn’t figured out just what they were going to do, sitting around in parked ships, but whatever kept them happy and Ra’al out of her hair.

As they watched, a number of Y.O.U.C.H employees were setting up a small stage for the opening ceremonies that would be taking place very soon.

“Ready to welcome them, Yeoman?” Beck asked.

“Yes ma’am,” Jones said said happily, “Service with a smile! You know me!”

“Craig?” Beck said, “You look…disturbed…”

“Hmm?” Porter turned to her, “No, it’s nothing. One of the ships down there just looked familiar. Probably nothing.



The welcome ceremony was actually very brief, to Beck’s pleasant surprise. A few members of the Y.O.U.C.H. Members Council stood up to welcome their residents to the newest Y.O.U.C.H. port, Ms. Thenian thanked the construction workers for their efforts and Beck was asked to say a few words. After giving her standard ‘Welcome to Waystation, we love our residents, go talk to Yeoman Jones if you have any problems’ speech, Beck was able to make a quick getaway. Russell, on the other hand, immediately followed Debora towards what was easily the largest yacht on deck.

It was a sleek Risan design, obviously built for luxury. A pair of streamlined nacelles were tucked in almost flush with the sleek hull. A hatch in one side led to a spacious main cabin with large, comfortable sofas, panoramic windows and a small hatch leading to a compact cockpit. But Sekun led them past the main cabin to a staircase that lead to the upper surface of the ship. Like the Lady’s Choice, the Beauty Queen had a large section on the upper hull designed for use while the ship was landed. Several chairs had been gathered around a table, where appetizers had already been set out. Russell recognized Claurice Thenian from Beck’s dealings with her, but he didn’t recognize the woman next to her. Russell wasn’t even sure how old she was, something that his security training (and eye for women) was usually pretty good at determining. He thought she might be older, but her skin was still smooth, her hair without a hint of gray. The luxurious looking synthe-furs she wore obscured most of her figure, but Russell finally decided that yes, regardless of age, he would do her.

“Debora,” Claurice smiled, “You remember Lusenkia Dekelina?”

“Hi,” Debora said politely.

“Darling,” Lusenkia smiled, “It’s been far too long. How is that handsome young man of yours…Mikel?”

“Actually,” Claurice said softly, “She and Mikel are no longer together.”

“Oh, such a shame,” Lusenkia said with a wave. Her words, while not insincere, were still said in such a way that Russell really didn’t think she was surprised at all. The woman absolutely oozed…something. Russell had the sense that every she said was carefully planned, and that she knew exactly what the people around her were going to say before they actually said it.

“This is Lt. Cmdr. Russell,” Debora introduced Sean, “He’s Chief of Security.”

“Mr. Russell,” Dekelina smiled, extended one hand, palm down. Russell stared for a moment before realizing he was supposed to kiss her knuckles.

“Ma’am,” he said.

“It’s such a pleasure to meet you at last,” she said.

“At last?”

“I’ve heard a lot about Waystation,” Lusenkia said graciously, “Especially after that little incident with Picard. How awful!”

“Uh, sure.”



Lunch went fairly smoothly from there. Russell was a little uncomfortable, as the manner and behavior of Lusenkia, the Thenians and the other guests were somewhat more upper-crust than he was used to. He honestly couldn’t tell the difference between a Merlot and a Chardonnay, but once Debora started playing footsie with him under the table, he resolved to stick around long enough to learn.

He was therefore very surprised when he heard the chime of a transporter beam and found himself in a dimly lit room.



Aboard the Beauty Queen, the guests jumped to their feet as Russell suddenly dematerialized.

“What on Earth?” Claurice declared.

“Where did he-”

“Why-”

“Most impolite-”

“Call station security immediately,” Lusenkia said calmly to Sekun, her assistant.

“Yes ma’am.”

“Everybody, please,” Lusenkia said, “Remain calm. I’m sure there is nothing to be concerned about.”

“That’s easy for you to say!” Debora said, annoyed, “My date just vanished!”

“I’ve heard of being stood-up,” her sister, Lindsey, said, “But this is a new one.”



Russell looked around, trying to take in his surroundings. There really wasn’t much to see. He was in a small room. A tiny room actually, almost more of a closet.

One corner of his brain realized that Porter would love to make some kind of joke about Russell being in a closet, but the majority of his brain was far too focused on the ‘Where am I and how do I survive?’ question.

“Mr. Russell.”

The voice was androgynous, distorted. Russell recognized it, actually. It was voice he always heard in old movies when some secret organization was interrogating some hapless citizen and didn’t want to be identified.

“What do you want!” Russell called, “I warn you, I’m-”

“Shut up,” the voice said.

“Hey!” Russell crossed his arms, “I wasn’t finished my defiant speech yet!”

“We’ve made preparations for your…attitude,” the voice said.

There was a small hiss as the ceiling lowered itself by a few inches.

“H-hey,” Russell said, “Uh, it’s a little cramped in here-”

HSSSSS! The ceiling dropped down again.

“Quit it!”

HSSSSS!

Suddenly, it clicked. Russell stopped talked. The ceiling likewise stopped lowering itself.

“Took you long enough,” the voice sighed.



“Ladies and gentlemen,” Lusenkia said, rising to her feet, “Please remain calm. My assistant is contacting the authorities at this very minute. For the moment, I suggest we return to our ships and ensure that our loved ones are safe.”

“Yes, of course,” Claurice said shakily, “You’re right. Come on kids.”

“I’m 30,” Debora grumbled, “I’m not a kid!”

Lusenkia graciously guided her guests back through the main cabin of her ship and out the hatch. As Debora passed, Lusenkia took her hand.

“Don’t worry darling,” she said, “I’m sure Mr. Russell will be well taken care of.”

“I just met him,” Debora shrugged, “Starfleet’s pretty good at taking care of their own.”



“What do we do?” Ensign Jacob asked, running back and forth through the security office, “WHAT DO WE DO?”

“Will you sit down?” Ensign Shust snapped, going through the internal sensor readings while Waits briefed Captain Beck on the situation, “You’re making me dizzy.”

“We have no leader! Leader’s gone! We have no leader! Leader’s gone!” Jacob started repeating over and over again.



Up in Operations, Beck and her staff were gathered around the conference table.

“We’ve been trying to trace the transporter beam,” Waits reported, “But all the holographic equipment in there is interfering with our sensor readings.”

“Are we picking up on any transporter activity outside of the docking bay?”

“The Harbor,” Morales corrected. Beck glared at him.

“Uh, no,” Waits said.

“Then he’s still in there,” Porter spoke up, “He must be on one of the ships.”

“But which one?” Morales asked, “I mean, think about motive. How many rich, powerful retirement age people would want to kidnap Sean Russell?”

“That’s what we need to find out,” Beck said firmly, “And fast!”



Lusenkia watched carefully as the last of her guests made their way across the holographic grass and into their respective ships. As soon as they did, she closed the hatch and moved quickly to the cockpit.

“How is he, Lerk?”

“He’s figured out the trick ceiling,” Lerk reported, sounding nervous, “Uh, do you want to talk to him now?”

“Yes, that is rather the point.”



“Mr. Russell,” the voice had changed. Russell still couldn’t identify it through the distortion, but he knew somebody else was speaking, “Sorry to keep you waiting. Let us get down to business. You have caused me a great deal of trouble. You have cost me a great deal of time and money.”

“Uh, if this about something I did with one of your daughters,” Russell gulped, “You should know that as a Starfleet officer, it’s always consensual sex-”

“I HAVE NO DAUGHTERS!” the voice shrieked. The ceiling dropped a good foot this time, to the point where Russell had to duck. This was definitely becoming dangerously cramped, “YOU COST ME OLIVIA!”

“Olivia?” Russell was confused, “My cousin? She’s fine! She’s-”

“She’s in a rehabilitation facility! And she’s going to be there for several years!”

“Well, she did sort of break the law,” Russell pointed out.

“She was my best operative!” the voice snapped, “There was nothing she couldn’t get! No item she couldn’t obtain! She had the skills, the intelligence and the drive! Until YOU had to go and screw things up!”

“You were her client!” Russell exclaimed, wincing as he bumped his head on the lowered ceiling.

“I’m more than her client! I’m her mentor! I was shaping her to succeed me!”

The ceiling lowered again. Russell scrambled off his chair, crouching in the increasingly tiny room.

“What do you want from me??” Russell asked, cowering.

“I’m so glad you asked!”



Porter and Beck were back in Waypoint Harbor’s control booth, looking down through the holographic screen at the field of ships below.

“Anything?” Beck asked.

“No sign of his comm-badge,” Porter said, tapping at his tricorder, “I’m not picking up any unusual signals or transporter traces.”

“What if we shut down the holograms?” Beck asked.

“It’s a little late for that,” Porter said, “This isn’t exactly child’s play.”

His eyes widened.

“That’s it!” he said.

“What? Children?” Beck asked as she followed Porter out of the booth.



“I want Olivia back,” the voice said, “And I want her criminal record expunged.”

“Uh, sorry,” Russell said, “But I can’t do that.”

“Are you sure?”

The ceiling dropped by several more inches. Russell was now cowering on the floor, the ceiling barely half a foot about him.

“Well,” Russell’s voice was starting raise in pitch as panic began to overcome him, “There’s the whole lawbreaking thing…and the charges would have to be dropped…and criminal records don’t just disappear!”

“Mr. Russell,” the voice cut him off, “Do you know what it’s like to lose a close friend?”

“Uh, sure,” Russell gasped.

“I don’t think you do, Mr. Russell. I think if you had, you’d be more sympathetic to my feelings here.”

“You’re about to crush me, you crazy bastard!” Russell shouted.

“I just may be,” the voice replied nastily as the ceiling lowered again.



“Damned holographic gopher holes!” Porter swore as he stumbled, running across towards a small silver yacht parked near the edge of the upper level.

“Craig!” Beck snapped, her patience with people running around out of her control reaching an end, “What is going on!”

“When Russell’s cousin Olivia was here transformed into a ten-year-old, we detected that cloaked ship outside of the station,” Porter said. “She tried to escape back to it, but we disrupted the cloak, and the ship ran for it. I’m pretty sure it’s back.”

“This one?” Beck looked up at the yacht’s sleek side. The name ‘Langimodier’ was stenciled in elaborate script, “I don’t recognize the name. You sure it isn’t just the same model?”

“Maybe,” Porter said, running his hands over the ship’s side, “But I was trying to figure out who might have a grudge against Sean. And guess what I came up with?”

He found what he was looking for. Digging in his fingernails, he peeled a strip of metallic material off the side of the ship, taking the name off with it. Underneath was another name.

Ozymandias.

“This is the ship. Whoever hired Olivia is the one that took Russell!” Porter said.

“Beck to Ops. Who is the Langimodier registered to? I need to know now!”

But Porter was already tapping at the hatch controls, attempting to break in.



Lusenkia wished she could see Russell cowering on the deck.

“Wait! Wait!” Russell was saying, “Look, can we maybe talk about parole?”

“I’m afraid that just isn’t good enough, Sean,” she said, tapping the button to lower the roof again.

“Sean!”

Lusenkia jerked. Somebody else’s voice was coming over her headset.

“Get me out of here!” Sean shouted.

There was assorted shuffling, then a clang as the door to Russell’s chamber was forced open.

She quickly tapped another button.

“Abort,” she said softly.



“Captain’s Log, Stardate 58274.5. We’ve successfully recovered Lt. Cmdr. Russell from the Ozymandias. It was easy actually. The ship was completely empty. All we found was Russell, a comm-link and an overly elaborate death-trap.

“On a related note, kidnapping aside, Waypoint Harbor appears to be a success. Traffic settled down once the residents arrived. It seems like most of the old folks would rather sit around watching the frontier instead of actually exploring it. We have some new residents, the mall has some new customers and Dillon has some new potential voters to suck up to. Once we finish adjusting their holographic equipment so that it doesn’t interfere with any future kidnappings, everything should be back to normal around here.”



“Any news from the penal colony?” Jones asked.

“Yeah,” Russell replied, “Olivia still refuses to name names. Whoever she was working for, he or she sure knows how to inspire loyalty.”

“And no luck with the scans?”

Russell shook his head.

“Porter was going through the computer access records…there was a failed access attempt earlier that caught his eye. Somebody tapped into the new docking bay systems and deliberately adjusted the holographic projectors to get in the way of our scans.”

He sighed.

“Whoever did this is good,” he said, “Really good. She knew exactly how to cover her tracks.”

“She?”

“Only a woman could get this angry with me,” Russell said wistfully, “Anyway Tina, I’ve gotta run. Good luck with your studying.”

“Yeah, thanks,” Tina said, “Uh, where you going?”

“I have a date,” Russell said.



Captain Lisa Beck strolled down Starfleet Square Mall, nodding and smiling at the passers-by. Most of them she vaguely recognized, but there were some new faces. Waystation had grown again. Not exactly anything new, the station had been growing since day one. From a tiny, empty outpost at the very edge of unknown space to a tiny, overcrowded outpost…right through the renovations. Beck had to wonder: What would happen when the current version of the station became overcrowded?

“Captain Beck,”

Beck turned to see Claurice Thenian approaching.

“Claurice,” Beck said politely.

“I just finished a meeting with the Waystation Residents Council,” Claurice said, “We’re having some disagreements over whether our members are considered transients or residents.”

“Ohh, fun,” Beck said.

“We will work it out ourselves though,” Claurice went on.

“Glad to hear it,” Beck said sincerely.

“Anyway, I wanted to thank you for your patience and understanding with us as we get ourselves settled,” Claurice said.

“You’re welcome,” Beck shrugged, “Welcome to the station.”

“Yes, thank you,” Claurice nodded and went her way.

As Beck resumed her walk, Commander Morales joined her.

“Did you know Russell’s on a date with her daughter?” Morales asked.

“Really?” Beck raised an eyebrow, “Then I guess this is the last we’ll be seeing of ‘Polite Claurice.’”

“You never know. Maybe Russell’s finally found a girl he can settle down with?” Morales tried and failed to keep a straight face.

At that moment the peaceful shopping of the mall was broken by a loud shout.

“YOU PIG!!!”

“I guess not!” Beck and Morales laughed.






Life of the Party



She didn’t want to watch it. Why was she activating the holovision? She didn’t want to…

The image of Joan Redding appeared on Fleet Admiral Nosira Ra’al’s holovision.

Too late. She was watching it.

“…less than eight months to go until election day, and neither of the major parties has announced a candidate. Political observers speculate that both the Federation party and the Republicrats are courting President Dillon, who has never affiliated himself with any established party. With the president holding a more-than-commanding lead in the polls, any party that he sided with would no doubt enjoy a tremendous boost to their candidates in other races.”

Ra’al shut off the holovision in disgust. Why had she watched that? All it did was make her angry. The entire Federation was falling all over itself to usher Bradley Dillon back into office.

Didn’t anyone else in this damn quadrant want to be president?

Well, anyone other than the whack jobs and weirdos who were already running for the minor parties.

Bradley Dillon couldn’t just waltz into another term.

Surely there was some decent opposition out there somewhere.

Surely.

Right?



“Oh yeah. This is a good use of my time,” Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter said, as he leaned back in his chair in the cockpit of the Runabout Cumberland and put his feet up on the console in front of him.

“Can you not do that?” Commander Walter Morales said from the pilot’s seat beside him.

“It’s fine. I deactivated the console.”

“It’s not fine! I’m trying to fly over here!”

“I didn’t realize my legs were that big of a distraction. Want me to hike up my pant leg a little bit?”

“I can order you to the back, you know?”

“Can you order me back to the station?” Porter asked.

“If I’m stuck on this trip, so are you. This is more your thing anyway. Don’t you have a spirit of scientific curiosity or something like that?”

“Not when I’m in the middle of something.”

“That makes two of us,” Morales muttered.

Porter suddenly swung his legs down and slapped his hand against his dormant console. “I’m so close! The chroniton panels are…”

“Oh great bird. Please tell me you’re not building a time machine. Those are never helpful.”

“This is different. I promise,” Porter said.

“Sure it is. Until it gets us all killed.”

“What’s got you in such a cheery mood?”

“It’s just what you said. This is a waste of my time.”

“And what were you going to be doing if we hadn’t been sent away on this little jaunt to Hauser Colony?”

“Nothing. I didn’t have any specific plans.”

“Those plans that you didn’t have wouldn’t happen to involve Stephanie, would they?

“Lazlo has had her pulling some kind of evening duty shift for the last couple of months. We haven’t been able to see much of each other, but it ended yesterday so…”

“Bom chicky bom bom?”

“I was aiming more for a romantic dinner,” Morales said.

“And then the bom chicky bom bom.”

“I was just about to be annoyed, but then I remembered something.”

“What’s that?” Porter asked.

“I’m the only one on this ship who’s actually in a relationship.”

Porter’s smirk vanished. “Are we there yet?” he said.



Leverage was a beautiful thing. Bradley Dillon felt that leverage was right up there with air, water, and a good brandy on the list of life’s necessities. Fortunately for him, leverage was something he usually had in the proverbial spades considering his positions as CEO of one of the Alpha Quadrant’s largest business conglomerates and President of the United Federation of Planets.

In his current negotiations, that all-important leverage was once again on his side as both the Federation Party and the Republicrats were doing everything they could to woo him onto their side. In all honesty, Bradley wasn’t interested in joining either party. He liked his independence and didn’t really relish the idea of suddenly receiving “help” from the leadership of whatever party he selected. On the other hand, each party already had a massive network in place and could ease his re-election campaign work considerably…while spending their own credits rather than his.

Bradley wasn’t one to seek advice very often, preferring to keep his own counsel (as well as not tip off anyone else as to what he might be planning), but he found himself making an excursion to Starfleet Square Mall, with Special Secret Section officers in tow, to have a chat about matters with the one person he’d consider speaking with about such things: Yeoman Tina Jones.

As he entered the Welcome Center on the mall’s lower level, Bradley spotted Jones sitting at the curved desk that dominated the rear of the room. He gave her a warm smile and a wave, but before he could get much farther, he was intercepted by Hypple, Jones’s Multek assistant, whose pale complexion somehow looked a bit more blanched even than usual.

“Greetings, Mister President Dillon, sir,” Hypple said, his voice on the edge of stammering. “How may we assist you today?”

“You can back up about five steps,” Agent Anderson said gruffly.

“Tina!” Hypple cried, backing away.

“What’s the matter?” Jones said, rushing over.

“Nothing at all, Yeoman” Bradley said. “Agent Anderson was being bit overprotective,” he added, shooting a glare toward Anderson. “I apologize for his rudeness, Hypple. But I really just came to speak to Yeoman Jones.”

“Yes. Sure,” Hypple said, glancing at Anderson again before moving off to straighten some brochures.

“How was he?” Jones asked.

“He who?” Bradley replied.

“Hypple. He’s in training. Was he friendly? Helpful?”

“He was fine,” Bradley said.

“Good. He’s been a bit nervous about talking to people, but you can’t run this place without speaking. It takes a certain personality.”

“It takes you.”

“Pretty soon I’m not going to be here all the time…assuming I pass my finals.”

“Are you graduating already?” Bradley said. “That’s wonderful.”

“It was only a two year program,” Jones said. “That’s the great thing about having prior on-the-job experience.”

“So I guess I’m going to have to get used to calling you Ensign Jones.”

“Tina still works,” Jones said with a smile. “And I’m glad you’re happy for me. After I turned you down for that job offer, I wasn’t sure if…”

“Don’t think anything of it. I would have loved to have you in my organization, but I know your heart lies with Starfleet. Also, I came to realize that being your employer might hurt our friendship, and I would never want that to happen.”

“I don’t want anything to happen to it either,” Jones said. Although, if she was honest with herself, she wasn’t real thrilled with the way Bradley treated the teenaged girl who accidentally almost blew him up. Well, the explosion wasn’t an accident, but Bradley had never been the target. Still, according to Captain Beck, Tiffany Beecher was back home with her parents now, so Bradley had made things right…sort of.

“Then we’re agreed,” Bradley said. “Now onto business.”

“Business?”

“Absolutely. The business of lunch. May I entice you to join me? We have a reservation waiting at Dillon’s.”

“I’d love to go, but we don’t have to do anything that nice. The food court is fine for me.”

“Nonsense. I want to take you. Consider it an early graduation present.”

One glorious meal and several helpings of enjoyable small talk later, Bradley looked intently at the woman seated across the table from him. “I have to admit something to you,” he said.

“What’s that?”

“I did have something of a ulterior motive for asking you here.”

“You did? What is it?” Jones asked, leaning forward. Hmmm…Bradley’s eyes were bluer than she thought. She’d never really noticed before.

“What political party are you registered with?”

Jones blinked several times, her mouth dropping open slightly. After almost eight years, she’d come to believe that she knew Bradley relatively well. Still she never would have guessed that he would ask her something so…odd.

“Err…I’m not really that political, Bradley. And you didn’t have to take me to lunch to get me to vote for you.”

“It’s nothing like that,” Bradley said with a chuckle. “This lunch is because I wanted to spend some time with you. And the question isn’t about me. Actually, it is, but not in the way you think.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I have two parties after me to join them. And let’s be honest here, they just aren’t that different in their political philosophies. Not that it matters, since I’m going to do things my way anyway. So, with all things being pretty much equal, I wanted to see what you thought.”

“Oh…well, I normally vote Federation party…”

“There. That settles it then,” Bradley said, slapping his hand lightly against the table.

“Don’t you want to know why?”

“I’m sure you have your reasons, but the fact that you picked them is enough for me.”

“So you’re going to join the Federation party…because of me?” Jones asked in shock.

“Can you think of a better reason?” Bradley replied grinning before taking a sip of the wonderfully sweet dessert wine he’d chosen.

Jones laughed. “You’re not serious.”



“This is Joan Redding with an AWN Breaking News Alert. President Bradley Dillon has officially declared himself to be the Federation Party candidate for Federation President. When reached for comment, Federation Party chairman Senderis Okale said, quote, ‘Eat that, Republicrats.’ We also attempted to reach someone at Republicrat campaign headquarters, but could not hear their response over all the sobbing.”



Hauser Colony really wasn’t that bad of a place to visit as far as assignments went. Certainly Porter and Morales had been to far worse places. Of course those visits usually ended with a fight for their lives or something equally unpleasant. Hauser Colony, meanwhile, had been placed in the temperate zone of a unremarkable Class M world, a world free of hostile aliens, nasty critters, or anything even as pesky as a mosquito. While it possibly wasn’t paradise, Morales couldn’t help letting out a contented sigh as he and Porter were led by one of the colony officials along a tree-lined path toward the colony’s administration building, which had been erected in the middle of a grassy clearing a short distance away from the main cluster of dwellings.

The colony official, one Jordan Beals, was being fairly laid back about this whole thing, not that Porter and Morales really knew what said whole thing was about. All they’d been told in the message from the colony that Waystation received was that there was a problem with the new sensor array that had been erected at the colony. Porter had been sent since he was the science and engineering guy. That was obvious. Morales, however, was there to do the old ‘your concerns are our concerns’ bit and show that Starfleet really cared about the colonies in the region. Morales did care…to an extent. That extent didn’t usually involve making personal visits, but, as First Officer, it was his duty to make the trip…at least that’s what Captain Beck told him.

Beals led the pair into the administration building, where he flashed a smile at the comely receptionist in the lobby and then took Morales and Porter up a couple of floors and through a few corridors into a darkened monitoring room.

“Hey, Fred,” he said by way of greeting to the mustached older man sitting in front of the room’s bank of consoles. On the large screen above the consoles was a view of the local area of space around the colony.

“Morning,” Fred replied warmly. “These our experts?”

“Yes, sir,” Jordan said.

“Commander Walter Morales from Waystation,” Morales said, stepping forward to shake Fred’s hand. He was really liking these people. Everyone was so nice. “And this is Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter, our Operations and Engineering specialist.”

“Nice to meet you,” Fred said, shaking Porter’s hand.

“You as well,” Porter said. “So what seems to be the problem?”

“Well you know we just got this new array to give us a more long-range view of the region, alert us to incoming problems, and all that.”

“Yes, sir. I put together the specs of the array myself when your colony put in the request,” Porter said.

“It’s great stuff. And the installers Starfleet sent had it set up in no time, but then we started looking at the data we were getting and…” Fred typed a few commands into his console, shifting the view on the main screen to what looked like just another section of starfield.

Porter looked up at it for a moment searching for anything amiss. Then he noticed a small, pulsing red indicator near the top center of the screen, at the very edge of sensor range. “What is that?”

“It’s a blip,” Fred replied.

“What kind of blip?” Morales asked.

“We have no idea,” Jordan said. “It’s been there ever since we brought the array online and hasn’t moved so much as a micrometer. At first we thought it was some kind of glitch in the system, but it only appears in the one spot in the sky. We’ve run every diagnostic in the manual, and the sensors check out fine.”

“Anybody been out there to take a look?” Porter asked.

“That’s why we sent for you fellas,” Fred said. “Frankly, this exploring the mysteries of space stuff isn’t our job.”

“Right,” Morales said. “So I guess we’ll be going to check it out.”

“You guys want some lunch first?” Jordan asked.

“Yes, thank you. That’d be great.”

“Follow me,” Jordan said, heading a couple of steps toward the door before calling out, “Thanks, Fred.”

“Anytime, fellas,” Fred said, turning back to his work.

“How many times do we get offered a meal?” Morales asked Porter quietly.

“Never,” Porter said.

“They’re a nice bunch of people. Real nice.”

“Yeah. It’ll be a shame if that blip is some horrible thing that’s going to kill them all.”

“This is why we don’t get invited to more lunches.”

“What? What’d I say?”



One quite satisfying meal later (when was the last time they’d had real fried chicken with potato salad and corn on the cob?), Morales and Porter lifted off in the Cumberland on their way to investigate the blip. The runabout’s sensors weren’t telling Porter much more information as they made their approach. There was definitely something there, but he couldn’t make out any details about its shape, composition, energy levels, exact size, or anything else except for the fact that it existed and was probably a bit larger than the runabout.

Porter had been quietly focused on the sensors for several minutes, adjusting this and that trying to get better readings, when Morales, who up until that point had been equally quiet, broke the silence.

“Do you ever think about getting married?”

“I don’t know,” Porter replied without looking up from his work. “Can you cook?”

“Why am I even talking to you?”

“Because I’m the only one here,” Porter said. He sat up and turned his seat toward Morales. “And maybe because you know I’m a friend and I’ll listen. What’s going on with Stephanie?”

“Who said this was about Steph?”

“You just asked me about marriage. It wasn’t exactly a big leap. Are you thinking about proposing?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. It’s not something we ever really talked about, but we’ve been together for a couple of years now. Isn’t marriage what you’re supposed to do next?”

“Is there a ‘supposed to’?”

“People get married. My mom and dad got married. Lots of people we know have gotten married.”

“Okay, so ask her to marry you.”

“How do I know if she’s really the one?”

“You’re asking me?”

“I know you haven’t had a lot of luck in relationships, but…”

“That’s not what I meant!” Porter cried. “Look, Walter, no one is going to give you advice on that one. Okay, maybe some people would, but they shouldn’t. You’re the only one who can answer that question. But you know that already.”

“She could say no,” Morales said.

“You could always wait her out and hope she asks you first.”

“Do you think that would work?”

“Can we drop the ranks for a moment?” Porter asked.

“Sure.”

Porter suddenly hauled back and slapped Morales. Hard.

“Oh,” Morales mumbled, holding the side of his face.

“That’s nicer than what Captain Beck would have done.”

“I got the message.”

“Good. Now you can take some time to mull over your personal life…later. We’re almost in visual range of the…thing.”

“Sensors still aren’t saying much, huh?”

“No. I’m half-expecting to get there and not see a…oh.” Morales followed Porter’s stare out the front viewport where there was indeed something. The something in question was a large gray ring, about a meter thick, two meters deep, and twice the width of the runabout in diameter. It would have been almost invisible if not for the blackness of space around it and the even blacker blackness of its interior.

“Somebody’s trash?” Morales offered.

“Only if the somebody made absolutely sure that their trash wasn’t drifting at all when they dumped it.”

“Possible, but I’m going to guess probably not. Any other ideas?”

“None that you’re going to like,” Porter said.

“No surprises there. What are you thinking?”

“It’s a door.”

“To what? There’s nothing on the other side but space,” Morales said.

“That’s not space in there,” Porter said, pointing into the center of the ring. “Do you see a single star?”

“I’m guessing this means you want us to fly in there.”

“Are you crazy? This is why we have probes!” Porter said, tapping the commands to launch a small probe into the opening. The device sailed away from the runabout, reached the ring, then vanished as soon as it entered.

“I’ve got it,” Morales said. “This is part of a network of gates left by some ancient civilization. Like those Iconian gateways, only kind of different. Instead of gateways to other planets, these are gates to other star systems. A starg…”

“Don’t say it.”

“Why not?”

“Copyright issues.”

“Fine, but I’m right about this! The probe is now on the other side of the galaxy, isn’t it?”

“Um…no,” Porter said, watching the telemetry scrolling across his console. “Readings are sporadic, but the probe seems to be…indoors.”

“On the other side of the galaxy!”

“I don’t think so. These readings indicate… Crap!” Porter shouted just as his screen went crazy.

“What? Did some alien creature blast it?”

“No. It smashed into a wall.” Porter rubbed his beard. “So…are we going in?”

“Are we going to smash into a wall?”

“I don’t think so. Just take it slow.”

“I can do that. Drop a comm buoy, so people will know where we went.”

“Good idea. I can’t imagine how many people would just go blundering into this thing without leaving so much as a clue as to what they were up to.”

“Amateurs.”

Morales eased the runabout forward into the ring. The nose of the runabout crossed the threshold and vanished into the incredibly dark black inky blackness of…er…black. Morales stopped the ship and went into reverse, bringing the front of the vessel back out of the dark.

“Just checking,” he said before pushing the ship forward again, the cockpit approaching the black barrier until…

Light. Bright. Way too bright. Morales blinked, hoping his force his eyes to adjust faster. Gradually their surroundings became clear and…

“WALL!” Porter screamed.

Morales slammed the Cumberland to full stop as his eyes focused on the barrier looming right in front of them. He quickly realized that it wasn’t just light bouncing off the walls that so bright. The walls themselves were a really horrible metallic neon yellow.

“Uggh. Who decided THAT was a good idea?” Morales said.

“You can complain to the interior decorator later,” Porter said. “Do you know where we are?”

Morales checked his readouts. “If I had to guess, I’d say some kind of landing bay.” He slowly rotated the ship around, bringing another vessel into view through the front viewport, a silver transport-type craft by the look of it. “Wow. How long has that been here?”

“Hard to say,” Porter replied. “It’s got power, but all systems are on standby and have been for quite some time. No lifesigns. No weapons. But I ask again, do you know where we are?”

“You’re building up to something here, aren’t you?”

“Are you going to guess or not?” Porter asked.

“I have no idea.”

“It’s a pocket!” Porter exclaimed. “I told you that thing wasn’t a gateway to somewhere else in the galaxy. We’re not even in the galaxy anymore.”

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely. The sensor readings I took as we crossed in here indicated we were passing through a breach in subspace. I can’t even imagine the amount of power it’s taking to keep the breach open and stable like this.”

“Can you detect a power source?”

“Not from in here. Sensors can’t penetrate outside of this chamber, but there is that door,” Porter said, pointing to the doorway visible beyond the parked ship in front of them.

Morales’s hands hovered over his console. “So somebody put a stable entrance into a subspace pocket in the middle of a star system that until a couple of years ago was completely uninhabited.”

“Yes.”

“And you want to get out and look around.”

“Yes.”

“You’ve suddenly got that scientific curiosity back, huh?”

“Yes.”

“Fine, but when something goes wrong, I’m blaming you,” Morales said as he set the Cumberland down gently. He grabbed a couple of phasers out of the equipment locker and handed one to Porter, who already had the runabout’s side hatch open and his eyes focused on his tricorder. As he stepped down onto the floor of the landing area, Morales couldn’t help but look back at the black disc-shaped exit on the far wall. They could have just flown away and reported their findings to someone more experienced in these matters…whatever these matters were.

No. They needed to check the place out. That was their job. And part of him was excited by the mystery of it all….even if he was certain something was going to go wrong.

He followed Porter to the doorway, watching for any sign of automated security systems, booby traps and the like. Porter had paused at the door, a fairly thick-looking pale green slab of metal (once again, Morales had to wonder who had picked the colors for this place), and was frowning at his tricorder.

“Is there a problem?” Morales asked.

“Can’t tell,” Porter replied. “I can’t scan past the door. I was hoping when I got closer…hmmm.”

“Hmmm?” Morales said, stepping up beside him and peering at the tricorder readouts.

“I think it moved.”

“What?”

“The door.”

The door suddenly slid open. Porter and Morales looked up from the tricorder just in time to see arms reaching out for them. A second later, they were yanked inside.

Yep. Something had gone wrong. Even faster than Morales had thought it would.



Chicago. Columbus Park. Large shade tree. Two park benches back to back.

Fleet Admiral Nosira Ra’al concluded that this had to be the place. She casually strolled over and sat down on the one empty bench of the pair.

“Mister Carter?” Ra’al asked the occupant of the other bench hesitantly.

“Yes, it’s me.”

“Sorry. I didn’t recognize you with the wig and the parasol.”

“We’re not having this meeting.”

“Did I insult you somehow?”

“No. We’re not having this meeting. It isn’t happening. I’ll deny it ever happened. No one can know we talked.”

“Ahh. I see. And I won’t be telling anyone either. Why do you think I came in disguise?”

“What disguise?” Carter asked, craning his head to look the Hinaree admiral up and down.

“I’m not in my uniform.”

Carter groaned. “Listen, Admiral, if you hadn’t noticed, I have a real crisis on my hands at the moment. We don’t have President Dillon on our ticket, which means we don’t have a candidate at all. I have a party to run, so I don’t have a lot of time to run off to secret meetings with Starfleet officials. What did you want to see me about?”

“It’s about your problem,” Ra’al said. “The Republicrats need a candidate now that Bradley Dillon has thrown his lot in with the Federation party.”

“You?” Carter asked in shock.

“Not me!” Ra’al hissed. “I can’t run for office while I’m in Starfleet, and if you think I’m giving up my commission for this…”

“Fine. I get it. You’re not flashy enough anyway.”

“I agree. But someone with Starfleet credentials like mine would be a boon to you.”

“Absolutely. President Dillon has no Starfleet experience. But our candidate is a decorated Starfleet veteran.”

“A hero,” Ra’al added.

“A hero!” Carter repeated, his eyes lighting up as he began twirling his parasol. “A decorated Starfleet hero who is so concerned that our great Federation is in the hands of a cold-blooded businessman who bought his way into office that he is willing to take Bradley Dillon on for the good of us all. I love it. Even better, I can sell it to people. Who’d you have in mind?”

“I’d rather not say until I have a definite answer, but I’ll be back in touch,” Ra’al said.

“Soon,” Carter said emphatically, getting up from his bench. “We don’t have a lot of time left to build this campaign.” Hiking up his pretty pink petticoats, Carter raced off into the woods.

The Republicrats had seen things her way and were on board. Not that Ra’al had expected much resistance to her idea. They were out of options and running out of time.

Now who did she know in Starfleet who wasn’t doing anything important for the next four years or so?



Despite knowing that it came with the uniform, Lieutenant Commander Porter could never quite get used to the idea of being captured. That was actually something of an understatement.

He hated it.

He hated it with a passion that he reserved for…well…being captured. As he was dragged down a short dark corridor toward another door, he could feel his muscles tensing, ready to strike out at his two captors as soon as they gave him the slightest chance.

The two figures in front of him holding Morales paused, one reaching out to open the door before them. Porter’s chance was coming. He could feel it.

The door opened, and Porter’s ears were suddenly assaulted by pounding music.

Music? Huh?

He was unfortunately too confused by this turn of events to realize that he was being released. Shoved, really, into the center of a dance floor.

No. This couldn’t be a dance floor. They’d been captured, phasers ripped right out of their hands before they knew what was happening. No one captured you and then took you to a night club. But the pounding music. The strobing lights. The sweaty people gyrating against each other.

It sure as hell looked like a dance floor.

Morales’s eyes met his. He’d evidently come to the same conclusion based on the “What the hell?” look on the First Officer’s face.

The music came to abrupt halt as the lights stopped strobing and went to being plain old lights. A grey-haired man broke through the crowd, striding toward Porter and Morales imperiously. It would have been a bit more impressive if he wasn’t a good head shorter than Porter, who wasn’t exactly a giant himself.

“WHO invited THEM?” the man demanded, glaring at the others. Porter had a few moments to look over these others. They all looked basically human (They didn’t even have any bumps or ridges anywhere on their heads, which seemed to be a prerequisite for most alien species). Like the demanding one, they had grey hair…a few wrinkles. In short, they were…old. Older at any rate. If Porter had to guess, he’d put them all somewhere in their seventies or eighties. He and Morales should have put up more of a fight when they were grabbed. They probably could have overwhelmed their captors. Hell, they could probably take the whole lot of them.

Porter did a quick count. 25. 30. 35. 42. Okay, so maybe taking on 21 each was a bit much to ask. Even so, he felt his anger at being captured subsiding. Somehow the situation didn’t seem all that threatening anymore. Now he was back to scientific curiosity: what in the name of the Great Bird was this edition of geriatric dance party doing inside a subspace pocket? Okay, so maybe there wasn’t a lot of science involved in that question.

“Anyone?” the imperious one asked again.

“We weren’t invited,” Morales said, stepping forward. “I am Commander Walter Morales of the United Federation of Planets. This is Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter. We apologize for the intrusion, but we were investigating…”

“Unnh! Babble babble babble from the soldier man. I’ve got news for you, Mister Official, you don’t have any authority here. This is MY place, and I say who is and is not allowed to party with us. And you two…are the most unthwarip groosnels that I think I have ever seen, and you should have seen my parents.” This last remark garnered several laughs and snickers from the surrounding crowd.

Porter slid over to Morales. “Are they mocking us? I think they’re mocking us.”

“You noticed that, huh?” Morales replied.

“You want us to toss them, Bachloss?” one of the not-so- kindly older gentlemen who’d dragged Morales and Porter into the room asked.

“Yeah. Let ’em be stodgy somewhere else,” the one giving the orders replied. Arms started to reach for Morales and Porter. Then Bachloss held up his hand. “Hang on a gric,” he said, stepping right up to the Starfleet Officers. “You two have those job things, right?” he asked disdainfully.

“Um…yes,” Morales said. “We’re with Starfleet, which is the exploratory arm of the United Federation of…”

“You see what’s happening?” Bachloss interrupted. “My ears are actually trying to close themselves to make the yammering stop. What do you do?”

“I’m trying to tell you.”

“Can you possibly give me the non-boring version, or do you have any idea what that even means?”

“I bet they don’t,” a voice called from the crowd.

“I’m the second-in-command of a space station in this region,” Morales said.

“Ooooh. Aren’t you just the big man?” Bachloss said, rolling his eyes. “I wanna be just like you when I grow up.” He turned on Porter. “What about you?”

Porter opened his mouth to reply just as Morales said, “Diplomatic answer.”

Porter’s mouth snapped shut as his teeth clenched. “Sciences and engineering,” he said without unclenching.

“So you fix things,” Bachloss said.

“That is part of what I do, but…”

“Save it for somebody who cares, pops. You got some tools somewhere?”

“Back on our ship…”

Bachloss turned to a group of four of the larger men of the group. “Take him to get his tools. He’ll try to intimidate you. Don’t listen. I run the party here, and it’s not going to end just because a couple of establishment types found us. They’re going to work for us for a change.”

“Come on,” one of the men growled, waving Porter’s own phaser at him. Suddenly Porter was feeling captured and threatened again.

Morales was also feeling more than a little threatened. Bachloss had pretty much come out and said that he needed Porter for something. That would keep Porter alive. All Morales had to do was keep quiet and stay out of the way. No drawing attention to himself. That was probably the smart thing to do, at least, but he knew that he couldn’t take that route. This was his mission, and Porter was his responsibility. Morales had a duty to find out what exactly was going on and what this Bachloss intended to do with them.

“Excuse me,” Morales said, taking a step toward Bachloss.

“Woah,” Bachloss snapped, spinning toward Morales. “Did I put in an order for old and boring? No, I don’t think so. Go sit your tired burax against that wall until we need someone to put us to sleep.”

“I’m sure we can help you with anything you need, but you have to…”

“Have to? HAVE TO? I don’t have to do anything you say, you nurek. This is my pad.”

“Your pad?”

“Somebody get him away from me,” Bachloss ordered. Two septuagenarians got between Bachloss and Morales. While they were taller than him and had their arms crossed in what he imagined was supposed to be a threatening manner, Morales was fairly certain he could render both men unconscious in a matter of seconds. In the ensuing chaos, he might even be able to get out the door and help Porter overwhelm his captors (assuming they could deal with the guy holding the phaser…and find the other phaser. Who had ended up with it?) and get the hell out of there in the runabout. Really it was all just too risky, and, if it succeeded, Morales wouldn’t be any closer to knowing what was going on.

Instead Morales held up his hands to show his acquiescence, then headed toward the wall Bachloss had indicated, where he found a clusters of plush chairs surrounding a small table. A few glasses in various states of emptiness littered the table, but the chairs were all unoccupied. The owners of the glasses were probably all up dancing. Or they had been until he and Porter crashed the party. If this was the Gravity Well back on Waystation, Morales wouldn’t have dreamed of taking someone else’s table, but here he was finding it hard to give a damn.

Bachloss told him to sit there, so he was going to sit there. Sit there and observe. Maybe then he’d be able to make some sense of all of this.

Before too long, Porter was paraded back into the room, his tool kit in hand. Bachloss immediately led Porter and his escorts out through a door leading deeper into the complex. Bachloss was gone, and not a single person remaining seemed to care that Morales was still sitting there. Instead they’d all gone back to dancing.

Morales was just about to get out of his seat to see if he was really being that ignored, when a voice stopped him.

“You want something to drink?”

Morales looked to his left and came face to face with his grandmother. He did a quick double take and blinked several times as the elderly woman moved a bit closer. Okay. It wasn’t his grandmother. But the resemblance was frightening. Right down to the hairstyle. But Grandma wouldn’t ever wear a dress with that little…dress. At least he hoped not.

“Um…thanks, but no. I’m fine.”

The woman hesitated a bit, then sat down next to Morales, tugging the bottom of her mini-dress down as she sat. “He’s always like that.”

“Hmmm?”

“Bachloss. He’s always like that. Don’t take it personally.”

“So he’s holding the rest of you here at phaser-point, too?” Morales asked, unable to keep the edge of derision out of his voice.

His companion completely missed it. “What’s a phaser?”

“Never mind,” Morales said kindly, realizing that a potential informant had fallen into his lap. Er…maybe he wanted to rephrase that. And scrub that mental image from every last synapse in his brain. “This is quite a set-up you all have here.”

“You like it? I wasn’t too sure when Bachloss first showed it to us, but you go where the party is, you know? Well…maybe you wouldn’t.”

“I enjoy a party as much as the next person,” Morales protested, half-trying to ingratiate himself to her and half out of a desire not to be out-cooled by a member of the geriatric set.

“I bet you’ve never been to a party like this,” his companion replied proudly.

“Can’t say that I have. I’m Walter Morales, by the way. Just call me Walter.”

“Krasadora. It’s nice to meet you, Walter,” she replied extending her hand to him coquettishly. He shook it gently. Was she batting her eyelashes at him? “Now tell me all about yourself.”

“There’s not much to tell really. I live on a space station a little ways from here.”

“Seeing anyone?”

A reply of “Yes” almost leapt out of his mouth, but he thought better of it. As distasteful as he found lying…and the idea of leading this woman on, it was for the good of the mission. “I’m seeing you sitting across from me,” he said flirtatiously, pulling out a reply one of his Academy pals was fond of using when faced with the same question.

Krasadora giggled and blushed slightly. “Now tell me ALL about yourself,” Morales said, bouncing her own inquiry back at her.

“Oh, there’s nothing special about me,” she said.

“I find that hard to believe.”

“Really. I’m just lucky enough to know Bachloss. When his Mom and Dad found this place for him, he invited a bunch of us along for a graduation party.”

“Graduation?”

“Yeah. We’d all finished University together and weren’t really ready to head out into the world. A party sounded like just the thing. And it’s one fralno of a party. Constant food and drinking and dancing and nureking and… I’m sorry. I got a little carried away there.”

“It’s all right,” Morales said. “This might sound like kind of a strange question, but how long has this been going on?”

“Wow. I don’t know. A few months maybe. Maybe a year. Could be a couple of years. I kind of lost track.”

“That’s some party.”

“You’re telling me.”



“Fix it!” Bachloss ordered, pointing at the pulsating mass of conduits, circuits, and other items Porter couldn’t identify that dominated the center of the fifty meter square chamber he’d been brought into.

“What’s wrong with it?” Porter asked, resisting the urge to reach out and touch the thing. He wasn’t used to machines that pulsated. Something about it was more than a little unsettling. And red glows were never good.

“If I knew that, I wouldn’t need an engineer. Fix it!”

“Okay. Let’s step back a bit.”

“I’m fine right where I am,” Bachloss snapped.

“Not what I meant. What is it?”

“The core, I guess. It runs this place.”

“And it’s not working.”

“Not like it used to. We’re down to only four kinds of beer, seven liquors, and light appetizers! And half of the music archives just vanished! My party is being seriously brought down by this thing’s kuop-ups!”

“Uh huh. Gotcha. So you’re holding me hostage until I get this party rockin’ again?”

“Some of us haven’t gotten so old that we’ve forgotten how to let loose.”

“Riiiight,” Porter said. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Bachloss turned to the armed old codger next to him. “If he does anything that even looks wrong, shoot him in the leg.”

“Who did you learn you employee motivational techniques from?” Porter called as Bachloss strode out of the chamber leaving two party people behind to watch over Porter.

“Smartass son of a jumjut,” one of his guards growled.

“Yeah, I get that a lot,” Porter replied, opening his tricorder. “Now I’m going to be walking around the room for a bit to get a look at the situation. Don’t shoot me.”

“That’s up to you.”

“Fine. Then don’t shoot me.”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

“You’re an alien species to me. You’ll have to be more specific with your language,” Porter said as he began strolling around the room with his tricorder.

“I already want to shoot him.”

“I get that a lot, too,” Porter said. His attention was soon focused on the readings coming out of his tricorder. The walls had already struck him as odd, looking as they did like sandstone. Turns out they were actually sandstone. A giant room made of sandstone in a hole in space. He focused his scans on the core or whatever it was. After a few moments, he let out a low whistle.

“What? What does that mean?” the one of the two elderly men holding the phaser demanded, waving the weapon at Porter.

“It’s fine. You guys have a technical background, right?”

“Umm…”

“Just hand me that coriatic stabilizer in my case?”

“Umm…”

“It’s the long, blinky thing next to the multi-phasic spanner.”

“Umm…”

“Across from the nebitzulating embobulator.”

“Errr…”

“Can’t you even recognize a undulatorating fringleneffer?”

“You made that up!”

“Did not.”

“Yes, you did!”

“Prove it!”

“I’m warning you!”

“Fine. Hand me the bublisudsorator, and we’ll call it a day.”

“Grrrrrr!”

“No need to get testy just because you don’t understand engineering.”



Krasadora had leaned in quite close to him now. Of course, Morales couldn’t be sure if she was trying to be intimate or just trying to hear him over the pounding music of the dance floor.

“So Bachloss was the richest guy in your school, huh?”

“Oh yeah. Ever since primary,” Krasadora replied. “He lorded it over all of us all through our schooling, even into University. He could have gone anywhere, but he stayed with us. I think he liked the control.”

“Very likely,” Morales said. “But it sounds like his mom and dad just bought him whatever he wanted. He didn’t earn any of it himself.”

“Why earn it when you can have handed to you on a franita- gilded platter?”

“You’ve got a point.”

“He’s got it so easy.”

“Looks like he took the rest of you along with him, though. You’ve had one long party for most of your lives.”

“Nah. We’ll go home eventually.”

“Where’s home?”

“Induskera. It’s a few systems away from here, but I guess Bachloss’ folks wanted to give him a place away from it all. It’s certainly allowed us to party without any interruptions…at least until you came along. Not that you’re an interruption. I think you make a nice addition to things.”

“Thanks,” Morales said. “But my friend and I can’t stay forever. We have our lives to get back to.”

“We have lives, too!” Krasadora said defensively.

“I know. I know. But…you’ve…been away…longer than you may think…I’m guessing,” Morales said. Before Krasadora could respond, Bachloss, followed by two of his party guests, broke through the dancing crowd and stormed over to Morales.

“There’s the other one.”

“I’m right where you told me to be,” Morales said.

“Not interested,” Bachloss snapped.

“Hi, Bachloss,” Krasadora said with a little wave.

“Yeah. Uh…hi,” Bachloss said, barely glancing at her before continuing with Morales. “Your employee, or whoever he is, is taking care of things for me, which means you’re waiting until he’s done. I don’t need you bringing down the broni of the room, though, so you’re out of here.”

“I’m waiting but I’m out of here?”

“We’ve got a room for you. I’m sure it must be past your bedtime, old man.”

“Doesn’t anybody around here have a mirror?”

“What the nurek is that supposed to mean?”

“Never mind.”

“He says strange things like that sometimes,” Krasadora said.

“Uh huh. Put him to bed, boys,” Bachloss snapped before spinning on his heel and disappearing back into the crowd.

“You’d think he’d know my name by now,” Krasadora muttered as the two seniors accompanying Bachloss each grabbed one of Morales’s arms and yanked him up from his seat.

At least they tried to. Morales watched as both men winced and grabbed for their backs. Suppressing the urge to gloat, he rose from his chair. “I guess I’m going to have to say goodnight, Krasadora. It was nice talking to you.”

“I really enjoyed it, too,” Krasadora replied. “I hope I see you again soon.” There went those eyelashes again. Morales gave her a smile then left with his still wincing escorts confident in the knowledge that if Steph knew what was going on, she’d be laughing her ass off.



At that particular moment, Steph, or rather Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges of the Federation Marine Corps, was moving along the lower concourse of Starfleet Square Mall at a brisk jog in an attempt to catch up with Waystation’s Chief of Security, Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell. She overtook Russell just as he stuffed the last bit of something that looked rather like a burrito into his mouth (actually it was a burrito, but with the number of alien dishes out there, Hodges couldn’t be sure).

“Hey, Sean,” Hodges said.

“Oumph,” Russell replied with a nod.

“Any idea when Walter and Craig are getting back?”

Russell shook his head, “Norp.”

“Is this a problem? Are you guys sure they’re okay?”

“Obbeah.” Russell swallowed hard, disposing of the mass of food in their mouth. “They’re fine,” he said.

“How do you know?”

“We got a signal from a comm buoy they launched before they went to check something out.”

“And you haven’t heard from them since?” Hodges said, getting agitated. “That sounds to me like a problem!”

“Nah. They put out a buoy.”

“So?”

“So you never get in trouble when you actually remember to put out a buoy. It’s when you don’t launch one that things go to hell.”

“I’m so relieved,” Hodges muttered.

“Glad I could help,” Russell replied with a grin, scooping a fallen dollop of sour cream off the front of his shirt with his finger and popping it in his mouth as he headed off into his office.



Morales was led out of the dance hall (or night club or whatever Bachloss and friends wanted to call it) through a door on the opposite side of the room from the one Porter was taken through. The door deposited him in a long corridor that seemed to stretch out into infinity, which, considering they were not in real space, was actually a possibility. The brooding oldsters behind him gave him a nudge, prodding him down the long wooden hallway. Wait. This place was made of wood? Morales reached his hand out and touched the surface. It sure felt like wood.

The group continued on past door after door after door, each in a different style. One was steel with visible rivets. Another was solid marble with golden accents. Another appeared to be made entirely of stained glass. A set of clear double doors led into an area with a swimming pool. Through another such set of doors, he could make out something that looked like a gymnasium.

“This is quite a place,” Morales said.

“Not for you,” came the clipped response.

“Bachloss’ parents built all this for him?”

One of the men snorted. “We made this.”

“Sounds like a lot of work for a party.”

“Not that kind of made.”

“Then what kind of made do you mean?”

“The kind that doesn’t involve you.” The pair of seniors stopped in front of a featureless wood door that matched the look of the rest of the corridor. They threw open the door revealing a very spartan room containing a twin bed, a desk, and a door leading into what appeared to be a bathroom. “In.”

“What about my friend?” Morales asked.

“He’s working.”

“I need to know that he’s okay.”

“He’ll be fine as long as he keeps working. You guys are going to work for us for a change.”

“You’ve never worked for me, so how could that be a change?”

Morales received a relatively solid shove in response. He allowed himself to be pushed into the room. His escorts slammed the door shut, and he heard the soft whir of a lock sliding into place.

That really wasn’t what he’d had in mind. He’d hoped that he’d be left with a couple of elderly sentries outside his door that he could lull into a false sense of security by doing nothing for about half an hour before leaping out of the room to surprise and overpower them. It would have been a good plan, but Bachloss had to go and do the obvious by locking him in.

Great tactical planning, Morales. Real Captain material.

He sat down on the bed to wait. Bachloss didn’t seem like a patient man. He’d probably send for Morales before too long. An hour at most.



Six hours later, Morales was getting a bit on the tense side. First off, counting seconds, while passing the time, had reached the point of insanity inducing. No one should count up to 21,600 without a good reason. And second, he was starting to worry that Bachloss intended to just stick him into this room and forget about him. Damn irresponsible…old person.

Just as he was near the breaking point and considering what he could use as a battering ram, he heard the lock unlatching and saw the door open slowly. Krasadora slipped inside and closed the door quickly behind her.

“Hi, Walter,” she said sheepishly. “I know this is kind of forward, but I wanted to see you, so I just came by. Is that okay?”

“That’s more than okay,” he said. “I’m glad you’re here. I need your help.”

“I brought you some food,” Krasadora continued, pulling a balled up napkin out from between her cleavage. “It’s only crettel poppers, but that’s all that was left.”

“Um…thanks,” Morales said, taking the proffered napkin and popping a popper into his mouth while trying to forget where it came from. “Hmm…tastes like artichoke.”

“What’s an…”

“Never mind,” Morales said quickly. “Do you know where my friend is being held?”

“Bachloss asked him to fix the core. I guess it’s a core. That’s what Bachloss calls it anyway.”

“Can you take me to him?”

“I don’t know. Bachloss…”

“…is going to hurt my friend and I, and you know it,” Morales said.

“He just seems a bit mean, but really he’s…” Krasadora trailed off.

“He’s the one who still doesn’t know your name. He’s the one who bullied you and all of your friends with his money. He’s the one who has dominated each and every one of you for years. Now that we’re here, he’s moved up to threatening people with weapons. And somebody is going to get hurt unless you help me.”

“Bachloss will kick me out of the party.”

“One quick conversation. Then we’ll come right back.”

“Back to your room?” Krasadora said hopefully.

“Um…sure.”

“Okay. But only a quick one.”

“Absolutely,” Morales said, following Krasadora to the door. He had to get to Porter. After that, he’d worry about how to avoid coming back here with Krasadora and the inevitable awkwardness that would ensue. He’d find a way to let her down easy because even seeing to his and Porter’s safety wasn’t worth…that.



As they approached the door of the core room, Krasadora signaled for Morales to hang back while she checked out the situation. A moment later, she gestured for him to enter but put a finger to her lips in the universally-accepted sign for “be quiet.” He saw why as soon as he stepped into the room: two elderly gentlemen were propped up against a wall, fast asleep. One of said snoozers still had a phaser gripped in his hand.

Morales moved quickly over to Porter, who was busily puttering with various bits of tubing and conduit. “Status,” he said.

“The poor widdle guys just got all tuckered out,” Porter replied.

“And you’re still here?”

“Yeah.”

“And Grandpa Nappykins still has your phaser?”

“Nappykins,” Porter chuckled. “That’s good.”

“Craig!”

“Shhhh!” Krasadora hissed.

“I was busy,” Porter said. “This thing is amazing.”

“What is it?”

“I’m not even really sure. I’ve been able to reroute some burnt out conduit and repair some other bits, though. It’s helping.”

“How can you tell?”

“It’s pulsating faster,” Porter said. “And watch this? Red brick walls.” In an instant, the pale sandstone surrounding them shifted to perfect red brick. “Restore,” Porter said a few moments later.

“It’s like a holodeck?” Morales asked.

“No. That was real brick just as this is real sandstone. I don’t know why whoever built this place wanted to be able to change the walls, but…”

“It’s not just in here,” Morales said, turning to Krasadora. “You can change this place, can’t you? Your rooms, the pool, the dance floor. You all created those, didn’t you?”

“Bachloss lets us do whatever we want in our rooms. The big things he has to approve, though. It’s pretty hygill, don’t you think?”

“Uh…sure.”

“It hasn’t been working real well lately, though. We haven’t been able to add anything new in…a while.”

“That’s what Bachloss has me fixing,” Porter said.

“And you’re doing it?” Morales said angrily.

“I wasn’t planning to, but I got carried away.”

“Are these things common on your planet?” Morales asked Krasadora.

“What things?”

“Places like this.”

“Oh no! This is the only one I’ve ever heard of. Maybe there’s some factory making them for rich people like Bachloss’ parents.”

“His parents?” Porter said.

“We’re in Bachloss’ graduation present. He and his friends have been having a party here for…a long time now.”

“Not that long!” Krasadora protested.

“His parents didn’t buy this,” Porter said. “It’s way too old. They must have found it.”

“How old?” Morales said.

“Old. As in millennia.”

“Then who…”

“I have no idea, but whoever they were, they had command of sciences that we’re just starting to understand. The things we could learn from this place…”

“Somehow I don’t think Bachloss is going to let the Federation Science Council start poking around his private party pad,” Morales said.

“Maybe if they brought beer,” Krasadora offered.

“I could go for that,” Porter said.

“It wasn’t exactly what I had in mind,” Morales said.

“Uh oh. What did you have in mind?”

“You need supplies.”

“I do, huh?”

“Yep.”

“And you think Bachloss is just going to let me leave to make a run to the store?”

“No, but he might let me go.”

“Oh. I see. Saving your own ass. That’s fine. Sacrifice Craig. See if I care.”

“Craig.”

“I’ll make the request. On the bright side, I really could use some more conduit and plasma regulators.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Morales said.

“There’s more to this plan, isn’t there?”

“Hopefully,” Morales replied. “I’ll let you know. We’d better get out of here, Krasadora.”

“Okay!” Krasadora said eagerly, grabbing Morales’s hand and pulling him toward the door.

“You kids have fun,” Porter said with a wave. Once they were gone, he casually strolled over to the snoozing seniors “guarding” him, leaned down quietly, and…

“WAKE UP!”

The two older men jolted and scrambled back to their feet (in all honesty, it was a pretty long and pained scramble).

“What are you doing?” the phaser-wielding one demanded. “Trying to give us heart attacks?”

“Crossed my mind, but no. I need some things.”

“What kinds of things?”

“Things that we need to talk to your boss about.”

“He’s not our boss.”

“Yeah whatever.”



“What do you call this again?”

“Foreplay.”

“Really? It feels like we’re just sitting here,” Krasadora said.

“It’s all part of how my people get in the mood,” Morales replied from his position on the far side of the room from her.

“How much longer do I have to stand in this corner?”

“As long as it takes.”

“For what?”

“Never mind,” Morales said, slinking a bit farther back into his corner. Krasadora wouldn’t go for this forever, but he just needed her to follow along until…

The door suddenly burst open as Bachloss charged into the room.

Until right now.

Bachloss’ eyes immediately locked on Krasadora. “What are you doing in here?”

“I was trying to mate,” she pouted, crossing her arms with a huff.

“With him?” Bachloss said, pointing at Morales. He started laughing. “Groax, you’re pathetic.”

“What do you want?” Morales said, stepping between Bachloss and Krasadora.

“Your friend says he needs parts.”

“And?”

“And we don’t have them here, so you’re going to go get them.”

“I am?” Morales said, trying to sound surprised.

“Don’t get excited. Normally, I’d leave you here until you rotted the rest of the way, but your buddy’s actually made some progress. The beer-bongerator is working again, and we’ve got ventar puffs back on the bar menu.”

“Ventar puffs!” Krasadora exclaimed, clapping her hands. “Sorry, Walter. I need to go. Ventar puffs!” She dashed past Morales and Bachloss and took off down the corridor.

“Nice lady,” Morales remarked.

“Yeah whatever,” Bachloss said. “Now here’s the deal. You go, you get the stuff, and you come back. Otherwise your pal dies.”

“You’re not sending somebody with me?”

“And leave the party? Are you pracked? But don’t get any ideas. You’d better not run back to your people and bring a bunch of reinforcements.”

“I could always just go get the stuff from your planet. None of my people are there.”

“Yeah. You do that. But no shooting up the place.”

“Why don’t I take your ship? No weapons on that. And it’d be less suspicious anyway.”

“Damn right it would,” Bachloss said. “You take my ship, you go to my planet, you get the stuff, and you come back. Got it?”

“Got it,” Morales said. “But you will not harm Lieutenant Commander Porter while I’m gone.”

“Harm him? If he figures out how to get the dulourk flowing again, I’m giving him a full-time job here.”



“Anything?” Stephanie Hodges asked, taking a seat across from Russell, who was currently enjoying an Andorian breakfast burrito on a stick from Soup on a Stick. Fearing the competition from McBaughb’s while also wanting to expand into other mealtimes, the proprietor of Soup on a Stick, a particularly flighty Yridian named Vobrash, had begun offering his own version of McBaughb’s breakfast fare…on a stick. It hadn’t caught on yet, so he’d offered Russell a complimentary sample, hoping to use the Chief of Security as a bit of free advertising. If people saw Russell eating his food, they might decide to forego McBaughb’s.

“Well?” Hodges said, impatiently waiting for the narrator to get back to the actual narrative.

“This isn’t too bad,” Russell said, considering his meal.

“Sean, please don’t incite me to violence this early in the morning.”

“We haven’t heard anything.”

“And this doesn’t concern you.”

“Buoy”

“Shut up about the damn buoy.”

“I’m telling you, they’re fine.”

“I’ll go talk to Lisa.”

“You can’t get to her because she’s in with the D’Ceti delegation all day.”

Hodges scowled. “I was hoping you didn’t know about that.”

“Why else would you be talking to me?” Russell replied.

“Fine, but if we don’t hear from them today, I’m going after them myself.”

“If we haven’t heard anything by dinner, I’ll go with you.”

“Deal. Where did you get that anyway?”

“Soup on a Stick.”

“Hmm…looks pretty good. I may have to head that way.”

And thus Vobrash’s clever plan netted him another customer.



Before Morales was even completely out of the hatchway of his borrowed vessel, Bachloss had stormed into the docking bay, phaser-wielding elderly lackeys in tow (Although it was obvious they were having a hard time keeping up with their leader. He was pretty spry for a guy his age.).

“Took you long enough,” Bachloss groused.

“I had a long shopping list,” Morales replied. That’s when his first surprise stepped off of the transport ship.

“Who is this?” Bachloss demanded.

“I thought the party need some new blood. This is Neeror,” Morales said, gesturing to the Induskeran teenager who’d just emerged from the craft. “I ran into her while I was getting the stuff on the list and told her about the party. She brought a few friends.” On cue, five more Induskeran teens stepped out of the ship. The group glanced around the docking bay.

“Looks like a dump,” Neeror muttered.

“You haven’t seen my real party yet,” Bachloss said, stiffening.

“Your party,” Neeror scoffed. “Please.”

“It’s right though there,” Morales offered helpfully, pointing the teens toward the door. “I’ll just get the stuff out of the back.”

Bachloss led the teens deeper into the complex, declaring all the while that they were about to experience the ultimate party in the galaxy. Morales gave him about thirty seconds, scooped up a crate, then wandered into the dance hall just in time to hear…

“LAME? MY PARTY IS NOT LAME!!!” Bachloss bellowed.

“Watch it, gramps,” one of Neeror compatriots said. “You’re going to give yourself a stroke.”

“Who are you calling gramps?”

“And where did you get this music?” another teen critic moaned. “My parents wouldn’t even listen to this grelp.”

Neeror rolled her eyes. “This place nureking krells.”

“Totally krells,” her companions agreed.

“Is that good?” Bachloss asked.

“Haven’t you keeled over yet?” Neeror said.

Whispers were already spreading through Bachloss’s party attendees. “Krells?” “Does this krell?” “Oh yeah. I always thought it krelled.” “What the nurek are we doing at this lame party?”

“Come on,” Neeror said. “We can still get back in time for the thing at Oloca’s tonight.”

“Yeah. That’s going to fraip!” one of the other teens said excitedly.

“I wanna go to the party that fraips!” one of the phaser-wielding elders whined, shoving his phaser into the crate in Morales’s hands.

“The ship heading home is right back through there,” Morales said, stepping out of the way as a torrent of people, young and decidedly not, flowed by, ignoring Bachloss’ demands that they stay. The second phaser was unceremoniously dumped into his crate just before Krasadora approached.

“I hope I see you there,” she said then planted a deep kiss on Morales.

“Uh…maybe,” Morales croaked as Krasadora continued on. In moments, Morales and Bachloss where the only ones left in the room.

“Did I miss something?” Porter asked, entering the room from the direction of the core room.

“I think the party’s over,” Morales said.

“NO!” Bachloss screamed. “This is my party! MINE! MINE! They can’t leave. I told them to stay! They have to listen to me.”

“You don’t own them anymore,” Morales said.

“Not that you ever did,” Porter replied.

“Actually, he kind of did,” Morales said. “I did some checking while I was on Induskera. Turns out Bachloss’ parents basically bought the others by paying off their parents. That was almost 65 years ago.”

“Sixty-five years!” Bachloss exclaimed.

“I know that’s got to be a shock to you.”

“Shock? It’s got to be a record! A 65 year party! How is that teeny-grobber twit going to beat that? They’ll see whose party krells. They’ll be back. I know it!”

“They can’t come back,” Porter said.

“They can. And they will!”

“There won’t be anything to come back to,” Porter said. “The core was too far gone. My repairs aren’t holding, and the whole thing in about to go into a cascade failure. In less than 20 minutes, the core is going to shut down and the subspace pocket is going to collapse on itself. If you’re still here, you’ll be killed…in a really nasty way. Subspace sheers will stretch you and shred you until nothing is left but bloody strips of flesh that will then be stretched and shredded some more, and with the time dilation effects, you’ll probably feel every bit of it.”

“Wait!” Bachloss cried, racing toward the docking bay. “Don’t leave me!”

Morales and Porter strolled into the docking behind Bachloss as he disappeared into the Induskeran transport ship, which took off seconds later, speeding through the gateway to normal space.

“What did you do to get the others to leave?” Porter asked.

“Brought teenagers. Bachloss had power while he was considered wealthy and cool. As soon as he lost that cool, though, the others fled him like he was…”

“A leper?”

“Yep,” Morales said.

“And you planned that all along.”

“Sure. No. Actually, I wasn’t sure what I was going to do, but I thought maybe I could get some useful information on Induskera. Then some teenagers walked by and snickered at my uniform.”

“They snickered? No. How dare they.”

“You’re telling me. It gave me the idea, though. I’m glad it worked considered the situation here. Come on. I’ll help you gather your tools, and we can get out of here before it collapses.”

“No rush,” Porter said.

Morales stared at him for a moment. “The core is fine, isn’t it?”

“Of course it is. I was working on it,” Porter replied. “But I wasn’t about to leave this place in the hands of the ancient party animal. We don’t know who made it, what it’s for, or what else it can do.”

“Let’s go.”

“But the discoveries!”

“You can come back later. We left a buoy.”

“No! We take the buoy. It’s advertising the location of this place to everybody. Damn things are useless!”

“Okay. No buoy. But we’re going home now.”

“Yes, sir,” Porter said. “I’ll go get my tools.”

“What are you going to call this thing?” Morales asked.

“Ummm…the artificial subspace pocket in sector…”

“What about the Space Lodge?”

“Space Lodge? Are you serious?”

“I like it.”

“Space Lodge,” Porter muttered, shaking his head as he left the room.



“First Officer’s Log. Stardate 58387.6. With the comm buoy removed, the location of the Space Lodge should remain a secret from anyone passing by. We’ve told the residents of Hauser Colony not to worry about it, and that seems to be enough for them. Such a nice bunch of people. Lieutenant Commander Porter will be coordinating with Starfleet Sciences and the Federation Science Council to continue the investigation of the Space Lodge.”



“You couldn’t come up with anything better than Space Lodge?” Stephanie Hodges asked Morales over dinner that evening in the Double D Diner.

“I like it. It’s…”

“…incredibly dumb?”

“I thought it had a bit of romantic mystery to it.”

“Like my interest in you?” Hodges asked with a glint in her eye.

“Something like that,” Morales said, leaning in a bit closer to her.

“Too bad I’m losing you to the competition.”

“Steph! She was like 70 years old!”

“Uh huh. Sure she was. I bet you still remember her kiss.”

“Unfortunately,” Morales muttered.

“Well…maybe I can forgive you.”

“That’s awfully sweet of you,” Morales said. “You know, I thought about you a lot while I was gone.”

“Really? What were you thinking about?”

Morales looked across the table at the woman he loved, stared deeply into her eyes…

…and completely chickened out.

“Just about how much I love you,” he said.

“I love you, too,” Hodges replied with a warm smile. “And I’m glad you’re back. I was getting worried, but Russell kept talking about…”

“…the damn buoy. Yes, I know. That’s the last time I launch one of those things.”

“Glad to hear it…I think.” Steph’s gaze drifted from Morales to the mall concourse outside the diner. “Um…are we missing something?”

Morales followed her look. Sure enough, there seemed to be a lot of people scurrying about. “Morales to Ops,” he said, slapping his commbadge. “Are we having a crisis or something?”

“Not that I know of,” Captain Lisa Beck’s voice replied. “The Republicrats are about to announce their candidate.”

“Maybe that’s it. Thanks. Morales out.” He looked to Hodges. “Want to go up to Ops and see who they picked?”

“Sure,” Hodges said, following Morales out of the restaurant, where they were almost immediately run over by a Tellarite family, who mumbled something about being sorry and needing to get to a holovision.

“Nice to see so many people interested in the political process,” Morales said.

“Um…yeah,” Hodges said. They stepped into the nearest turbolift and took the quick ride up to Ops. As they emerged into Waystation’s command center, the chairman of the Republicrat party, Abraham Carter, was just wrapping up his speech on the viewscreen.

“…but these are unusual times, so we have foregone our usual primary process…”

“Because they were waiting for Bradley to join them,” Captain Beck said as she languidly rested against the science and operations console.

“…and nominated our candidate directly.”

“In a move chock full of last-minute panicked desperation,” Lieutenant Commander Porter added from his post on the other side of the console.

“…Now, ladies, gentlemen, and others, it is my great honor to introduce to you…”

“I can see movement,” Lieutenant Commander Russell said. “Who is that?”

“I can’t tell,” Beck said. “I’m just seeing a bobbing hair bun.”

“So it’s a woman,” Russell said.

“…the Republicrat nominee…”

“Not necessarily,” Beck said.

“Look at her height,” Russell protested.

“You haven’t met some of the men I’ve dated,” Beck said.

“…for President of the United Federation of Planets…”

“Wait. I can see now. Is that?”

“Oh Great Bird. It can’t be.”

“ADMIRAL KATHRYN JANEWAY!”




Everything Right Is Wrong Again



After spending the last eight years running two very different departments on Waystation, Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter was not a man who was well acquainted with free time. At least in theory anyway. In reality he had a fair amount of free time. The station was in reasonably good condition, so the Engineering/Operations side of things wasn’t that big of an issue. And really Waystation didn’t have much to speak of in the way of a Sciences department. Yes, there were a few science labs and a number of science officers stationed aboard, but with Waystation sitting still and the Bermuda Expanse remaining dormant for the most part, the station wasn’t exactly a hotbed of scientific discoveries. Most of the Sciences staff either requested a transfer soon after they arrived and realized how dull the place was, or they were the type who really just wanted to be left alone to work on their personal research projects.

Porter was okay with that…mainly because he had his own personal project that he was working on. Still, knowing that he was basically on call 24-hours-a-day for two departments made it a bit hard to concentrate sometimes.

Today, though, was different. This morning he’d been as focused as he’d been in a long time, getting up early and tinkering with the device he’d been slowly constructing in Science Lab Two (Actually Porter would take offense at it being called tinkering. He was working. Hard. Sorry about that.). Not only that, but he hadn’t had so much as a comm in the last three hours, which meant that he could…

“Jones to Porter.”

Me and my big mouth…er…keyboard.

“Porter here. What do you need, Tina?” Porter replied, trying to keep the sigh out of his voice.

“Um…could you come to the Welcome Center for a minute?”

Porter was very close to protesting. Exceptionally close to asking if it could wait. But there was something about Yeoman Tina Jones’s voice that made him think better of it. She didn’t sound scared or nervous as such, but something had definitely rattled her.

A few minutes later, he jogged into the Waystation Welcome Center on the first floor of Starfleet Square Mall and found out why the hard way. The exceptionally hard way. As in the slamming smack into a large metal object kind of hard way.

“Ow,” he muttered, his face resting against a smooth cool surface before he slid down to the deck. Ah yes. There was the solid object he’d just slammed his shins into. Hmm…whatever it was appeared to be supported by four rounded black objects that seemed to be manufactured from a substance resembling rubber. If he didn’t know any better, he’d say…

“It’s a car.”

Okay, so he went ahead and said it anyway.

“It’s a herbie,” Yeoman Jones said, helping Porter to his feet.

“It looks like a car.”

“The herbie is the name of the car. They usually come with stripes and the number 53 on them, but this definitely is a herbie. I looked it up.”

“Okay. I’ll take your word for it. What’s it doing at the entrance of the Welcome Center?”

“I found it when I got here this morning. Slammed my shins right into it just like you did.”

“Uh huh. You could have warned me, you know,” Porter said.

“Sorry. I was kind of surprised by the car thing. I think…” Jones trailed off, biting her lower lip.

“You think someone drove it in here last night as a joke?”

“No. I think maybe…well…you know I’ve been getting those presents for months now.”

“And you think your secret admirer has moved up from fruit baskets to ancient automobiles?”

Jones leaned in conspiratorially. “Herbie’s nickname is The Love Bug.”

“Ahhh. Would anybody know that without doing the research you did?”

“Maybe he knew I’d do the research.”

“And then comm me to come check it out. How romantic,” Porter said.

“I’m sorry, Craig. I just didn’t know what to do. Where did he get this? And how did he get it in here?”

“So you want me to investigate. We have a security office for that kind of thing.”

“I know, but this seemed more weird and…sciency. It’s not like a crime was committed.”

“Littering?” Porter offered.

“I really want to know how he did this, Craig. Can you check into it?”

“Now?”

“Were you busy?”

“I was kind of working on something before my duty shift…” He glanced at the chronometer on the wall behind the semi-circular Welcome Center reception desk. “…which starts in ten minutes. So much for that.”

“What were you doing?”

“You remember that fake time ship the captain’s sister had? I’ve been reverse-engineering the chroniton storage panels she built, and now that I have one working, I’ve tied it into a chamber kind of like Doctor Azar’s, so that I can… Your eyes just glazed over.”

Jones shook herself back to alertness. “No, they didn’t.”

“Oh yeah they did. You’d hit full-on glassy.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“It’s okay,” Porter said. “I’ll try and check on your herbie problem while I’m in Ops. In the meantime, move it away from the door.”

“I don’t know how to drive.”

“You and most of the rest of the people in this century. I’m sure you’ll figure it out, though. You’re about to be a Starfleet Academy graduate. You can handle this. Just don’t run over anybody. I’d hate for you to be responsible for the first pedestrian flattening in Waystation history.”

Porter stepped out into the mall concourse…

…and was immediately flattened by some kind of large conveyance.

Jones was beside him in a flash and helped Porter sit up as he groggily tried to focus. A mass of blue was suddenly thrust in front of his eyes. It took another moment for him to see clearly enough to recognize the blue mass as Ih’mad, proprietor of the Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet Andorian Restaurant, located a short distance down the mall concourse from the Welcome Center.

“You have delayed my spleen!” Ih’mad shouted before leaping back into the vehicle that hit Porter, a hover-lift carting a rather large crate of what Porter could only assume was fresh spleen.

“Okay, so he beat you to it,” Porter said to Jones.



After refusing Jones’s repeated urgings to take him to the Infirmary and promising to look into her secret admirer issue repeatedly as well, Porter took the turbolift ride through the remainder of the upper saucer before ascending the narrow connecting tube into Ops for the start of his shift.

Commander Walter Morales turned to greet him, but stopped before he could get a word out. “What the hell happened to you?” he asked finally.

“Spleen waits for no one,” Porter said, limping over to his post at the Operations/Science console, where he relieved Lieutenant Mason.

“Are you okay?” Mason asked.

“Oh yeah. I’m walking it off.”

“The spleen?”

“Exactly.”

“Okay, sir.”

“Anything exciting happen overnight?”

“Not a thing,” Mason replied.

“Then get out of here.”

“You have things covered?” Morales asked.

“Absolutely. Go get yourselves some breakfast. The captain and Sean will be up here anytime now.”

“If you’re sure,” Morales said as he headed into the turbolift with Mason. Porter was alone for just a few seconds before the turbolift doors opened and Captain Lisa Beck stalked out onto the bridge.

“What the hell happened to you?” Porter asked, spouting the first thing that came to mind.

“I spilled my damn coffee,” Beck said, patting a napkin at the massive wet patch across her mid-section.

“Ouch.”

“You think?” Beck shot back.

“At least you were in uniform. In civies that burn might have been bad enough to send you to the Infirmary.”

“Yea, Starfleet fabric,” Beck said. She finally took a look at Porter. “Forget about me. What the hell happened to you?”

“Ih’mad ran me down.”

“What’d you do to him?”

“Nothing. I was just an innocent standing between his kitchen and his spleen.”

Beck winced. “Bad place to be. You’re lucky he didn’t eviscerate you right then and there.”

“Yeah. Lucky me,” Porter said, rubbing his aching skull.

“Maybe you should see Doctor Diantha.”

“I’m fine. You’re the one who tried to burn off your…never mind.”

“If you don’t say it, you’re going to be thinking it all day.”

“I’m okay with that,” Porter replied with a smirk just as the turbolift opened again depositing Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell into Ops.

Porter and Beck glanced over at the newcomer and…

“What the hell happened to you?”

“I wanted a fruit smoothie from Wok A Chodok for breakfast,”Russell replied.

“And they wanted your pants in return?” Beck asked.

“Damn blender,” Russell muttered, the shreds of his uniform pants fluttering around his legs as he went to his post.

Porter frowned. “How…”

“DON’T. ASK.”

“Oooookay.”

“And I think Wok A Chodok may be closed for the next few days.”

“You could have replicated some new pants and just come straight to the morning staff meeting, you know,” Beck said.

“I didn’t want to be late.”

“Don’t let him fool you,” Porter said. “He just wanted to show off his legs.”



While Federation President Bradley Dillon generally frowned upon people trying to blow him up (not that he’d been the intended target of the explosion in Starfleet Square Mall a few months earlier), he did have to admit that the bombing of Krilik’s Klingon Formal Wear Shop did have an unexpected benefit for him. At the time of the explosion, he’d been trying to convince Captain Beck to give him a space in the mall for his campaign headquarters, even if she had to evict one of the current tenants to do it. She was disagreeable to the idea (as she seemed to be to most of his ideas), but the explosion ended up taking care of the issue for him. In the aftermath, the proprietors of Treasures of Triskelion (not to be confused with Trinkets of Tellar. They got VERY angry when people mixed the two stores up.) closed up shop and fled the station, saying that it had become far too violent. Bradley was able to snap up the abandoned lease on the storefront on the mall’s lower level and set up Dillon Re-election Headquarters.

After those initial steps, though, Bradley had tried to keep his distance from the place. It felt unseemly to be too directly involved in campaigning for votes. He would put in appearances around the Federation, give speeches, and so on. The day-to-day business of the re-election campaign did not belong in his sphere of interest. That was what campaign managers were for.

And he told his as much after being urgently summoned to Dillon Re-election Headquarters.

“Maybe if you’d take a meeting with me in your office every once in a while, I wouldn’t have to resort to things like this,” the campaign manager in question, a pacing coil of energy named Donna Lymon, shot back before adding a quick “sir” in a failed attempt to make her response sound less testy.

“When I accepted the Federation Party’s request to be their nominee, I was of the understanding that their designated representative, namely you, would be handling campaign matters. If you had not realized it, I have a Federation to run. Do you have any idea what my day is like? I start out with a briefing from my Chief of Staff back on Earth before I even get breakfast. Then I have additional briefings on Federation security, the legislative activities the Federation Council is working on, and whatever the other governments in the galaxy are up to. I occasionally have briefings about briefings. Add to those the briefings I get about Dillon Enterprises’ dealings, and you end up with an incredible number of briefings in a day, all of which require that I respond with decisions that could affect the direction of this government and my business. Despite all of this, I have gone to the events you have scheduled for me. I have responded favorably to the speech writers you brought on board. I have even accepted a few of your fashion suggestions. I have been more than accommodating. So I am failing to see what could possibly be so urgent that you required me to rush down here.”

“We haven’t talked about Janeway!” Donna Lymon said, stopping her pacing long enough to wave her hands in Bradley’s face. It was almost enough to make the two Special Secret Section operatives guarding the entrance to go for their sidearms.

“Do we even need to?” Bradley asked dismissively.

“She’s your opponent. I would think we’d want to talk about her.”

“I have several opponents in this election.”

“Fine. She’s the only serious opponent. I don’t know how the Republicrats talked her into running, but it was a genius move. Now we have to figure out how to counter it.”

“Counter it. I’m sorry. What exactly are we countering?”

Lymon froze, her eyes widening. She looked rather close to grabbing Bradley by his lapels and shaking him until he passed out. “Do you know who Kathryn Janeway is?” she asked, her voice low and intense as she stalked over and brought up a picture of Janeway on a wall monitor.

“Of course. She’s a Starfleet admiral. She was a captain. Her ship got lost, but they came back.”

“In the eyes of the voters, Kathryn Janeway is everything you’re not.”

Bradley laughed. “I wasn’t aware that I had so many deficits as President.”

“Our polls show the average citizen thinks you’ve been fine as President. You’re popular, as far as it goes.”

“How far does it go?”

“Until it runs into her,” Lymon said, pointing at the picture.

“And what, pray tell, is so magnificent about her?”

“She’s a hero. She took a crew, half of which weren’t even in Starfleet, and brought them home from an impossible situation. That alone gives her a boost, but she’s also former Starfleet.”

“Former?”

“She had to resign her commission in order to run. Still, in the minds of most voters that background makes her far more qualified than you to handle galactic affairs.”

“The galaxy hasn’t exactly gone down in flames during my presidency,” Bradley protested.

“No, but you haven’t had to deal with any real crises.”

“What about the Collectors?”

“They were a local threat. No one outside of Waystation even cared.”

“The Multek Enclave opened up to us while I was President.”

“Again. It’s local.”

“Shinzon and the Romulans were stopped from destroying Earth!”

“And when that happened, you were off on the Explorer looking for the Bast. You missed the whole thing.”

“Ha! While I was on that trip, I helped the Directors prevent an attack by the Critics!”

“Yes, but none of that happened in the present where the voters could see it. Also, the Explorer was involved…”

“So?” Bradley asked.

“Well…they don’t play so well in the media. Now if you’d gone with the Enterprise…”

“Never mind. So Janeway has Starfleet experience and people think she’s a hero.”

“She’s also got dignity, serious hair…”

“I’m dignified! And what’s wrong with my hair?”

“Nothing,” Lymon said quickly.

“My point is none of that means she’s qualified to run the Federation.”

“I don’t disagree, but I’m not the one you have to convince. We could go with attack ads, but that’s not going to be an easy road. You’ll be smearing a hero.”

Bradley frowned. “I will not lower myself to attack ads.”

“We have to do something. She’s got image points to spare and…”

“A debate!” Bradley declared.

“Excuse me.”

“I want a debate. As soon as possible.”

“We’re still six months away from the election. It’s way too early.”

“It’s never to early to show the voters who the best man for the job is. Schedule it. If the Republicrats balk, leak it to the press. I will face Janeway whenever and wherever she likes.”

Lymon shook her head a bit too emphatically. “No no NO! We will negotiate terms. She doesn’t get to dictate to us.”

“Just handle it,” Bradley said before striding away, his Special Secret Section operatives falling into step beside him as he exited Dillon Re-election Headquarters into the mall. He absently waved at passers-by while his thoughts focused on the debate to come. This was exactly what was needed in these circumstances. Sure this Janeway character sounded good with her Starfleet career and all, but the voters needed to see who she really was and, more importantly, how vastly unqualified she was for the presidency. The dangers of uncharted space were nothing compared to facing him. When the day of the debate came, he was going to destroy her.



“Huh.”

“Huh what?”

“I thought I had it,” Porter said, patting his uniform pocket.

“Had what?” Russell asked as he and Porter stepped out of the turbolift into Starfleet Square Mall after their shift in Ops had ended for the day.

“Just a data chip. I downloaded some internal scans to try and help Tina out.”

“Is this for her classes?”

“Nah. She’s got a herbie problem. I’m going to run back up and get it,” Porter said, reentering the turbolift.

“What the hell is a herbie?” Russell asked. Porter just shrugged as the doors closed.

Russell turned to head toward the food court and found himself staring into a pair of stunning blue eyes. He did a quick once-over glance of the rest of the package to make sure it was equally stunning, which it indeed was.

“Hey there,” he said, flashing a smile at the gorgeous female in front of him. “Can I help you with something? Or take you to dinner? Preferably both.”

“Who was your friend?”

“What friend?”

“The cute guy who just got into the turbolift.”

“Oh, he’s just a friend. Now where would you like to eat?”

“Someplace you’re not,” the woman said, spinning on her heel and walking away. Russell watched her go, appreciating the rear view. Oh well. He’d find someone else to spend his evening with. Too bad Porter had left that chip in Ops. If he’d been there, he might have had a heck of an evening.

A few moments later, Porter returned, chip in hand, and the pair made their way toward the food court. They were just about to get in line at Sandwich or What? when they heard a cry of pain from below. They ran over to the railing looking out over the lower concourse and quickly spotted the source of the wail. Commander Walter Morales was doubled over, clutching his sensitive lower bits as in front of him a young child continued swinging a toy bat’leth around wildly.

“You’re supposed to block the incoming strike, Commander,” Porter shouted.

Morales glared up at them and gave them a forced thumbs-up.

“Why don’t I believe that’s the finger he really wanted to show us?” Porter remarked with a chuckle.

“It’s his own fault for not watching where he was going,” Russell said, starting to head back toward the food court. The words were no sooner out of his mouth when he realized he was about to plow into an elderly Andorian woman. He quickly dodged right, hit a puddle of spilled Slug-o-Cola, lost his footing, and slammed to the deck on his back.

“Yeah. Watching is a good thing,” Porter said.

“She came out of nowhere,” Russell groaned.

“Don’t blame your oafish fumbling on me, snrazzty-boy!” the wrinkled Andorian snapped, following it up with a swift kick to Russell’s side.

Porter was moments from laughter when she turned on him. “And don’t mock your injured friends!” she said, reaching up with lighting speed and twisting both of his ears so hard he yelped.

“That hurt!” Porter cried.

“Oh yeah? Just be glad you don’t have antennae!” the Andorian said before shuffling off.

Porter helped Russell to his feet. “Think anybody saw that?” Russell asked.

“Only the hundred or so people in the food court who are currently snickering at us,” Porter replied.

“Somebody’s got it in for us,” Russell said.

“There’s a rational response.”

Another cry of pain echoed up from the lower concourse. Porter and Russell dashed back over to the railing. Below Commander Morales was clutching another body part, a shin this time. A crewman was frantically trying to help him up and making apologetic gestures toward an anti-grav pallet hovering nearby.

“Told ya,” Russell said.



Porter knew that there were better ways that he could be spending his evening. More entertaining ways at any rate. He could be in Victoria’s having a pint. He could be at The Gravity Well enjoying the music and watching the dancing. He could be on the holodeck. He could even have a chance at meeting someone tonight.

Instead he was in his quarters alone looking through scans of the Welcome Center.

Not surprising considering the size of the vehicle, it was beamed in. What disturbed Porter was that whoever had done it was able to perform a large transport without a single trace of it remaining in the transporter logs or setting off an alert in Ops.

But then he put the pieces together. The expensive gifts. The ability to get things done without setting off alarms. There was really only one suspect.

Bradley Dillon.

It’s not like the president’s affection for Tina was a big secret. He’d gone so far as to offer her a job the previous year.

Honestly, Porter was surprised Jones hadn’t figured it out by now.

It wasn’t his place to give away Bradley’s secret, though. He was sure the president would reveal his feelings for Tina in time. Porter could at least assure her that the presents weren’t a big deal.

He’d go see her tomorrow and…

What was that?

Porter peered closer at the sensor playback from earlier in the day at the Welcome Center, which had continued running on his screen. How in the name of the Great Bird of the Galaxy could there be chronitons…

Oh no.

The time stamp.

If chronitons showed up there this morning, there was only one possible source.

Porter himself.



“All right. Where are you, Mister Leak?” Porter said, running his tricorder along the surface of the large cylinder standing vertically in Science Lab Two. “You’re supposed to store chronitons, not drip them on me.”

If he’d been trailing chronitons around the station…

…well, nothing really. There weren’t enough on him to do anything. It was barely enough to show up on the sensors. Still, leaks were not something he was real happy about. It was a professionalism thing. He’d stay here and track down the leak if it took him all night. He would not rest until…

Hunh. No leak out here. Maybe inside the cylinder.

Porter grabbed a sonic screwdriver out of his tool kit and opened the door of the cylinder. Porter’s design had been inspired by the time pod built by Dr. Derrick Azar years earlier, but Porter had no illusions that his device could actually cause people to travel in time. He simply wanted to store and control the release of chronitons for research purposes. Some small (very small) experiments could even be performed inside the cylinder if a chroniton-flooded environment was required. Okay so experiments wouldn’t be very practical in the space available, but he could work on that in the next version.

Right now, though, he needed to find that leak. Which wasn’t turning out to be easy. There wasn’t a sign of the smallest trickle at the moment. Well, he could stand to adjust the seal between these two chroniton storage panels. They weren’t leaking, but they weren’t exactly right.

He activated the sonic screwdriver and…

ZAaaaaaaaaaaaaaBOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!



“What the hell happened to me?” Porter groaned. He quickly realized he wasn’t where he thought he was. Instead of feeling the cool, smooth surface of the inside of his chroniton storage chamber, he was laying on his back on something soft. He slowly opened his eyes. Please let this be the Infirmary. Please let this be the Infirmary.

The Infirmary.

The feathered features of Dr. Diantha moved into view above him.

“You’re awake,” she said matter-of-factly.

“What happened?” he asked.

“As far as we can determine, there was an energy surge inside that device you have cobbled together in your lab. You were standing in the middle of an uncontrolled discharge of chroniton radiation. Frankly, considering what could happened, you’re lucky you didn’t blast yourself a few centuries away from here.”

“That couldn’t have happened,” Porter said, not quite convinced himself. “How long was I out?”

“At least six hours. Do you have any idea what could have caused the surge?”

“Unfortunately.”

Lieutenant Commander Russell suddenly rushed up to Porter’s biobed. “I’m already on it, Craig. Don’t you worry. We’ll find the guy who did this!”

“You’re looking at him,” Porter said weakly.

“Huh?”

“I did it, Sean. There’s no mystery. I remember now. I put the sonic screwdriver on the wrong frequency setting. It was just a dumb mistake. No permanent harm done.”

“We hope,” Diantha said.

“Can I go?” Porter asked, sitting up and draping his legs over the side of the biobed.

“I suppose. But if you get unstuck in time, let me know.”

“Er…yeah…I’ll do that,” Porter said getting to his feet.

“Do you want to grab some breakfast before the morning staff meeting?” Russell asked.

“Uggh. I can’t just go back to bed, huh?”

“I’m sure the captain would give you the shift off for getting blown up. She missed a shift or two after she got blown up.”

“I wasn’t blown up. It was just…bad luck.”

“Still, you could get some time off for it.”

“Nah. I’m okay. I’ll take the breakfast, though. And coffee. Lots of coffee.”

They caught a turbolift to the upper concourse and made their way toward the Beanus Coffee Hut that had opened a couple of months earlier.

And suddenly Porter’s world went into rewind.

A split second later, he was back in the turbolift.

“The hell!” he cried.

“What?” Russell asked as the turbolift doors opened out onto the upper concourse.

“Nothing,” Porter said, shaking it off. He was really tired. Maybe he’d just drifted off and dreamed that he was walking out of the turbolift when he actually hadn’t left yet.

Oh yeah. Like he really believed that one.

Before he had much time to think about it, Captain Beck stormed toward them from the direction of the Coffee Hut, another large wet spot spreading across the front of her uniform.

“Again?” Porter said.

“Yes!” Beck shouted. “Glad you’re okay.”

“Me too. I’ll see you in Ops.”

“Take your time. I’m going to change,” Beck said.

“Unbelievable,” Porter chuckled once Beck was gone.

“Oh no,” Russell said, staring off down the concourse.

“What?”

“It’s her.”

“Her who?”

“That Andorian lady. The one who kicked me yesterday. She’s on a hover rascal!”

Porter saw her break through a crowd of people a ways ahead of them. Upon spotting Russell and Porter, she leaned forward on the handlebars of the hover scooter and surged ahead…as much as it would surge anyway.

“Is she charging us?” Porter asked in disbelief.

“Sure looks like it,” Russell said, making for the wall.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!”

“Get out of her way!”

“No. This is ridiculous. I’ve had more than my fill of being tormented by the elderly this year! She’s going to have to go around me! It’s a matter of principle now.”

Porter stood his ground as mall patrons passed on either side of him, oblivious to the oncoming threat.

When she was about two meters away from him, it became very clear to Porter that the elder Andorian had no intention of slowing down or changing course.

Principles were one thing, but this was about to hurt.

Porter leapt to the right and let her zoom by, which she did, sending a rather unfriendly hand gesture in his direction.

And then suddenly Porter’s world rewound again.

The hover rascal-riding Andorian was two meters in front of him.

This was about to hurt.

He leapt to the left, slamming into a rather large Klingon (weren’t they all?) in the process. The Klingon grabbed Porter by the front of his uniform and pulled his face close to the human’s. “If I did not have so much shopping to finish, I would KILL you where you stand!” He tossed Porter aside, slamming him against the railing overlooking the lower concourse, and stalked onward.

Russell was beside Porter a moment later. “Why the hell did you go that way?” he laughed.

“I didn’t,” Porter gasped, the wind knocked out of him.

“I just saw it.”

“No!” Porter said. “I…I can’t even explain it. You didn’t feel anything weird just now?”

“I didn’t feel anything. That was the point of getting out of her way ahead of time,” Russell said.

“Some security chief you are.”

“I pick my battles.”

“You’re scared of Andorians.”

“Am not! Now what about your weird feeling.”

“Never mind,” Porter said. “I just want to eat and get to Ops before anything else happens.”



Despite his hope for an uneventful meal, Porter experienced two more time rewinds before he made it to Ops. In neither case, though, did anything different happen to him when time started forward again. Maybe the thing with the Klingon was just an anomaly. Not that feeling time rewind every so often wasn’t anomalous in itself. It was probably just a residual effect from his exposure to the chronitons, though. It didn’t seem all that serious and would probably go away on its own soon enough. In the meantime he’d document the effects and see if he could get a paper out of it for the Temporal Physics Symposium coming up in a couple of months on Starbase 92.

He was already composing the introduction to the paper in his head as he sat in the Ops conference room waiting for the morning briefing to start when Commander Walter Morales limped into the room.

“Are you still hurting that badly from yesterday?” Porter asked surprised.

“No. This is new.”

“Oh.”

Captain Beck stalked in a few moments later. Porter stared at her for a few moments. Something was different. What was…

“Did you get a haircut?” he asked. The captain’s normally long red hair was suddenly shoulder length and no longer in its usual pony tail.

“Yes,” Beck grumbled.

“Since breakfast?” he asked. When he’d passed her earlier, it was long. He would swear it.

“It’s shorter. Fire was involved. Let’s not talk about it anymore, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Porter said. Russell, Dr. Diantha, and Yeoman Jones arrived at that point, allowing the meeting to start and distracting Porter from any further thoughts on the matter.



By the end of his shift, Porter had managed to jot down everything he’d observed about the time rewinds, but he hadn’t experienced a single one since before the morning briefing. He needed to hurry up and get some scans of himself completed before the chroniton residue disappeared altogether. Hopefully Dr. Diantha had performed some detailed scans when he was brought into the Infirmary as well. That would hopefully be enough to analyze what had actually happened to him.

Before heading to Science Lab Two, he stopped off in the mall to grab a quick bit of take-out from the Double D diner. Sure he could have gotten something out of the replicator, but he was having a craving for a DBQ burger and real fries.

The diner was crowded, as it usually was around dinner time, but the staff was doing their usual efficient job of moving people through. Of course, having a Betazoid staff that knew your order before you got up to the counter helped immensely. Morivo, the evening shift manager, handed Porter his take-out container a few minutes later. Porter turned to go…

And then time rewound again.

He was back at the counter waiting for his order. Morivo picked up the take-out container from the kitchen pass-through window, took a step toward Porter, slipped and sent the container flying at the surprised officer. It slammed into Porter’s chest, burst open, and splattered to the ground, leaving a trail of barbeque sauce and melted cheese as it went.

“I’m sorry!” Morivo exclaimed. “I can’t believe I did that. I really apologize. I…I…why aren’t you angry?”

“What?” Porter said in a daze.

“I just threw your dinner at you.”

“I know.”

“And all you can think is ‘That’s weird.’”

“Yeah.”

“Okay. I can get you another order.”

“Please,” Porter said, not moving. Why then? Why did time rewind right then?

A short time later, Morivo handed Porter a new meal. Porter didn’t move for a few seconds.

“Is there a problem?” Morivo asked.

“Just checking something.”

“Sure. Take all the time you need.”

“You might be right.”

“Hunh?”

“Thank you,” Porter said. He turned to go…

And time rewound again.

He was back at the counter and Morivo was handing him his order and he took it and he started to leave and…

Time rewound again.

He was back at the counter and Morivo was handing him his order and he took it and a patron sitting just down the counter suddenly cried “HOT!” A split-second later, a partially chewed and very hot bit of a meatball sub smacked into the side of Porter’s face having just been ejected from the patron’s mouth and flung away as fast as possible.

Porter stood completely still for several more seconds.

“Napkin?” Morivo asked finally, holding one out to Porter.

“Thanks,” Porter said, taking the item and wiping his face, lost in thought.

“Would you like a free dessert? For your trouble.”

“I don’t think I should risk it,” Porter said. “Thanks, though.”

“Well…have a nice day,” Morivo offered weakly.

Porter forced a smile back then turned to go…

And this time he was actually able to get to the exit. Not wanting to press his luck, he sprinted for the nearest turbolift and got the hell out of there.



In the morning briefing the next day, Porter was still focused on what had happened at the Double D. Hopefully Captain Beck and the others weren’t talking about anything that was relevant to his departments because he was not even half-listening. The evidence was there. It led him to only one conclusion. It was crazy, but it was the only thing that made any kind of sense.

“We’re under attack,” he said, not fully realizing that he’d just spoken aloud.

“You concluded that from Ensign Tyler’s cracked rib?” Dr. Diantha asked pointedly. Evidently he’d interrupted the medical update.

And now everyone was staring at him.

“Russell, are you hiding an assault from me?” Captain Beck asked.

“I don’t think so,” Russell replied confused.

“Then you’re going to need to explain that assessment, Commander,” Beck said to Porter.

Explain? How the hell was he going to explain this? “I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

Beck’s bemused look shifted to concern. “Are you okay, Craig?”

“Are you have residual effects from the chroniton exposure?” Diantha asked. “I will take you to the Infirmary.”

“Hang on a moment, Doctor,” Beck said. She’d known Craig Porter a long time, and she couldn’t remember a time when he looked this…bewildered. And upset. Porter never got upset. Angry occasionally, sure, but this was an entirely different kind of upset. The “I’m losing my mind here” kind.

“Just talk it out, Craig,” Beck said kindly. “Whatever it is.”

“You’re going to think I’m nuts,” Porter said.

“So nothing will change,” she replied with a smile, putting her hand on his.

Porter took a deep breath. “I think we’re under attack. Not the station. The four of us. You, me, Russell, and Commander Morales.”

“No one’s attacked me,” Russell said. “There was that Andorian woman but…Her! She’s out to get us! Wait until I…”

“Not her,” Porter said. “Maybe it is, but…”

“Wait,” Morales said. “I haven’t been attacked either…unless you count a kid with a toy bat’leth…or that anti-grav pallet I ran into…or the planter. But they were accidents. Bad luck.”

“You’ve had a lot of bad luck in the last couple of days,” Porter said. “We all have. Captain, you had your coffee problems. Then your hair.”

“That Andorian woman,” Russell muttered.

“And before her you slipped and fell,” Porter said.

“So you’re being attacked by bad luck?” Yeoman Jones asked, trying to understand.

“They do seem like a bunch of random incidents,” Beck said.

“Random,” Porter said. “Exactly. For any one of them, they could have either happened or not happened depending on chance. What if originally they didn’t happen?”

“Originally. This is suddenly starting to sound like time travel,” Beck said unhappily.

“Time manipulation. I just have no idea how it’s being done,” Porter said.

“How can you possibly know this?” Diantha asked.

“Chronitons. I detected some around the Welcome Center while I was checking on something for Tina. I thought it was a leak from something I’m working on in the lab, but it wasn’t. And now I’m finding chroniton dribbles all over the station. I think it’s the residue from the manipulation.”

“But if time is being altered and none of us know it, why do you?”

“The chroniton surge in my lab. Ever since I got hit, I’ve had these…rewinds.”

“Define rewind,” Morales said.

“Just what it sounds like. I’ll be going along, time will suddenly rewind, and restart a few moments earlier. Most of the time nothing is different, but the other times things get worse. It wasn’t until I ended up wearing my dinner and part of someone else’s at the Double D last night that I started realizing an intelligence was behind this. This could have been going on for a while now, but the chroniton surge somehow made me aware of the timeline changes.”

“But you said most of the time nothing was different,” Russell said.

“For me, but that’s probably when it’s happening to the rest of you. Like yesterday morning. You and I walked out of the turbolift. Then suddenly we were walking out of it again. A few seconds later, Captain Beck came by covered in coffee.”

“Somebody made that happen,” Beck said through gritted teeth.

“I think so,” Porter said.

“How do we protect ourselves?” Morales asked.

“Stay in Ops. It doesn’t seem to happen when we’re all up here.”

“Forget protection,” Beck growled. “How do we find the son of a motherless k’vraatz who’s behind this?”

“I don’t know yet,” Porter said. “I’m still at the part where you all don’t think I’m crazy.”

“My scorched hair and I are giving you the benefit of the doubt. Let’s start looking for some kind of pattern. I want all of you to give Craig the details of any bad luck incidents you’ve had over the last week. When it happened. Where it happened. Anything you can remember.”

“Us too?” Jones asked.

“Might as well. You and the doctor can be our control.”

“Oooh! I love it when you break out the science talk,” Porter said.

“Don’t get used to it. Dismissed,” Beck said, getting up from her chair.

“Um…don’t we need to finish the staff meeting?” Morales asked.

Beck immediately sat back down again. “Oh yeah. That. You were saying, Doctor?”

“Ensign Tyler suffered a fracture of two ribs on her right side as a result of…”

Porter zoned out again. He had a feeling this whole leaping into action thing would be a lot more effective if they were…well…leaping into action. Damn meetings. They ruined everything.



The leaping into action part actually did start as soon as Captain Beck adjourned the staff meeting. Of course, the leaping looked an awful lot like sitting around a table jotting notes into padds. Porter and the others went through every bit of the last seven days, minute by minute, trying to remember anything that happened to them that could possibly be classified as bad luck.

At the end of the exercise, Porter looked over the padd combining everyone’s lists.

“Falling. Tripping. Stubbed toe.”

“That’s mine,” Jones said, raising her hand. “Unless anybody else stubbed their toes.”

Porter continued, “Slips. Spills. Fried hair. Craig missed a gorgeous woman who wanted to ask him out. Woah! When did that happen?”

“Some woman asked me about you when you had to go back up to Ops for something,” Russell said. “That might not count, though.”

“YES, IT COUNTS!” Porter cried.

“Porter,” Beck said.

“What?”

“The list.”

“Yeah yeah,” Porter said. “I’m plotting the locations of the incidents now.” He brought a schematic of the station up on the wall monitor of the conference room. A series of blinking red dots appeared indicating each reported incident.

“Well, I think we know what this means,” Beck said.

“Craig has another excuse for his inability to get a date?” Russell offered.

“NOT what she meant,” Porter said.

Russell grinned then stated the obvious, “The mall.”

“So there’s somebody stalking us when we’re in the mall just waiting to revise our timelines until he finds one where bad things happen to us?”

“That’s the theory,” Beck said.

“What are we going to do about it?” Morales said. “Wander the mall until something bad happens to us and hope we spot the guy?”

“Was he volunteering?” Beck asked Porter.

“Sounded like it to me,” Porter replied.

“Oh crap,” Morales muttered.



“What are we supposed to be looking for?” Ensign Brendan Shust asked impatiently.

“Just watch him,” Lieutenant Mike Waits replied, trying to look nonchalant as he leaned against one of the incredibly real- looking sculpted fake trees rising up in the middle of Starfleet Square Mall’s lower concourse, clam chowder-on-a-stick in hand.

“I’m watching. I’m watching,” Shust, who was seated on a bench near Waits, groused before taking a lick of his chili-on-a- stick.

Above them Commander Walter Morales strolled along the upper concourse for the sixth time in the last hour. So far the closest he’d come to bad luck was Baughb trying to drag him into McBaughb’s for a free sample of his new svannitz-kabob sandwich.

“Hey there, hot stuff,” a sultry voice said, sliding up next to him.

“Steph!” Morales exclaimed.

Shust practically leapt off of his bench. “The worm has caught a fish! I repeat, the worm has caught a fish!”

“That’s his girlfriend, you nimrod,” Waits spat.

“Well, if I knew what I was supposed to be looking for…”

“Just keep watching.”

Back on the upper concourse, Stephanie Hodges frowned. “That sounded like a bad ‘Steph.’”

“No! Not bad. It’s just…now isn’t a good time.”

“Any particular reason?”

“I’m…in the middle of something.”

“Walking?”

“Steph, please. I don’t want anything to happen.”

“Is something going to happen?”

“I don’t know,” Morales said, noticing a stray bit of cloth on the floor and stepping over it. Someone must have dropped a handkerchief. Good thing he saw that or else…



Porter’s world suddenly rewound. Shaking his head to clear the disorientation the effect inevitably caused, he slammed his hand down on his console in Ops, activating a preprogrammed sequence of commands.

Across Ops at tactical, Russell bolted upright. “What? Did you feel it?”

“Oh yeah. Porter to Waits! Is anything happening down there? Can you see Commander Morales?”



“Yep. I can see him all right,” Waits said looking up at the upper concourse railing, the very same railing Morales was currently dangling from, several feet above the lower concourse. “He just slipped on something and fell over the railing.”

“Is he okay?” Porter said.

“He hasn’t lost his grip…yet.”

“Walter!” Hodges cried, grabbing onto Morales’s arm. “I’ve got you.”

Morales craned his neck toward Hodges. “Don’t try to pull me up!”

“Why? I can do it!”

“Just watch your footing. I hit something and…”

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Hodges screamed as her boot hit a discarded handkerchief that neither of them had noticed. She slipped backwards, losing her grip on Morales, and hit the deck directly in front of an oncoming hover rascal driven by an elderly Andorian woman. The Andorian, who was really starting to hate the people on Waystation, veered off to avoid hitting the fallen Federation Marine. In all honesty, she only veered off because Hodges’ fall surprised her. Under normal circumstances, she would have run Hodges right over.

But instead she veered, lost control, and slammed the hover rascal into the railing, jarring Morales, who lost his grip and plummeted to the concourse below with a bone crunching thud.

“The worm is squished!” Shust announced. “I repeat, the worm is squished!”



Porter and Russell looked up in surprise as Captain Beck walked into the Security Office from the lower concourse of Starfleet Square Mall.

“How are we doing?” Beck asked, then, seeing the expressions on their faces, “What? What is it?”

“You walked here?” Russell said.

“Yeah.”

“Through the mall?”

“That’s kind of the way. How did you two get here?”

“Transporter,” Porter said.

“Paranoid are we?”

“But they’re watching us!” Russell exclaimed.

“We’re up to a ‘they’ now?”

“Don’t know,” Porter said. “We’re going through the vids from Commander Morales’s incident. Is he okay?”

“There were multiple fractures, but Diantha mended his legs. He’ll be up and around soon,” Beck replied, stepping to the other side of Russell’s desk so that she could watch the playback.

“It looks like he slipped,” Porter said.

“Handkerchief,” Beck said. “Steph told me.”

“Whoever it was had to know the handkerchief was there,” Porter said.

“Do you think it was dropped intentionally?”

“I doubt it. It was probably just there. And since I had a rewind, I’m guessing Morales missed it the first time through.”

“That guy,” Russell said pointing at the screen. Porter and Beck followed his gaze to the indicated individual, a human male with shaggy salt and pepper hair and a thick mustache carrying a large Freight of Rigel box in his arms. He was leaning against the wall opposite the railing where Morales took his fall, but he didn’t seem to be paying any particular attention to Morales’s approach.

“When did he get to that spot?” Beck asked. Russell rewound the recording, revealing that the man, who seemed to be struggling under the weight of his purchase, made it to the wall about thirty seconds before Morales and Hodges approached.

“I think he’s just resting, Sean,” Porter said.

“No. He’s the guy.”

“Why him?” Beck asked.

“I feel like I’ve seen him before.”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

“Computer, search security logs from Starfleet Square Mall for the last week and return any images of the man shown in section A-2 of the monitor.”

“Working,” the computer said flatly.

“It’s him,” Russell said confidently.

“It’s a hunch thing, huh?” Porter said.

“Search complete,” the computer said.

“Bring up the earliest image,” Russell ordered. The monitor shifted to show the same man walking along the lower concourse in front of Nandegar’s Secret.

“So he’s only been here today,” Beck said. “He’s got the box.”

“This was two days ago,” Russell said. “Told you I’d seen him before. Him and the box.”

“Maybe he really likes Freight of Rigel,” Porter said. Russell scrolled forward through the returned images. In every single one, the man was carrying the large Freight of Rigel box.

“We need to see what he’s toting around,” Beck said.

“I can detain him,” Russell said, starting to rise from his chair.

“Woah. Hang on a second,” Porter said. “This guy is possibly carrying a device that can alter timelines. If you go at him head on, he could just start jumping timelines until he finds one where he gets away or worse. We need to take this slowly.”

Beck nodded, “Okay. I’ll give you that. And I really don’t need anyone screwing around with the space-time continuum if we can avoid it. Starfleet wants lots of paperwork for that one. Let’s find out who he is.”

“According to station records, he rented a room under the name of Peter Thompson,” Russell said.

“How nice and generic.”

“It’s going to take a while to find out who he really is if that’s all we have to go on,” Porter said.

“Then let’s get a bit more,” Russell replied.



“Excuse me, sir. My name is Yeoman Tina Jones, and I’m with the Waystation Welcome Center. Would you be interested in filling out a brief survey about your impressions of your visit to Waystation today?”

“I don’t think so.”

“We’re giving all survey respondents a ten credit gift chip to McBaughb’s for your trouble.”

The box-carrying man considered this a moment. “Will it take long?”

“Only a minute or two.”

“Okay. I guess.” He put the box took down and took the proffered padd from Yeoman Jones. “Am I happy with my accommodations? Yes. Is the replicator selection satisfactory? Yes.” He trailed off, muttering the questions to himself and he ticked off his answers with the padd’s stylus. Less than a minute later, he held it out to Jones. “Here you are…OW!”

“OH!” Jones exclaimed horrified. “Did it scratch you? I’m so sorry. I’ve been warning everyone about that, and I forgot to tell you. I’m SOOO sorry. We kind of get the hand-me-downs in the Welcome Center, and this padd been well loved. Here. Take two gift chips. Again, I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” the man replied, pocketing his gift chips before scooping the box back up and striding off.

“Thank you for your time,” Jones called after him.

She turned around and found herself looking at a grinning Efrosian woman. “Can I take a survey?”

“Um…sure,” Jones said, handing her the padd. “Just watch out for the pointy bit there.”



An hour later, Porter, Russell and Beck were back in the Security Office, looking at the monitors once again.

“We’ve got him,” Russell said.

“Funny how fingerprints and a DNA sample can narrow your suspect field down so quickly,” Porter remarked.

“Isn’t it?” Russell said.

Beck peered at the screen. “Doctor Jarvis Grint of the Pakled Institute of Making Things Work.”

“It’s a…less prestigious institution of higher learning,” Porter said. “They do have a Federnet site, though, which is pretty astounding for a place on Pakled. Doctor Grint is a professor of engineering and applied science or, as the Pakleds call it, building new stuff.”

“Okay, but none of this explains why he’s been attacking the four of us. I’ve never even heard of him.”

“Neither have we,” Porter said.

“Uh oh,” Russell said as he continued to scroll through the information in front of him. “According to the campus news, Doctor Jarvis gave a well-attended lecture last night called ‘Fixing Stuff in Your House.’”

“He does home repair, too. What a guy,” Porter said.

“And he can also be in two places at once, which is pretty damn impressive,” Beck said. “Unless you’ve got another explanation.”

“It’s time to get that box,” Porter said.



“Beck to Russell.”

“Go ahead.”

“Baughb says Grint is in the restaurant now.”

“Acknowledged. I’m going in.”

“Be careful,” Porter’s voice said, breaking in to the comm. “Try not to tip him off.”

“Are you trying to make me nervous? I’ll handle it. Russell out.” Waystation’s Chief of Security strolled casually into McBaughb’s and made his way toward the counter, stealing a sideways glance at Grint, who was seated at one of the tables close to the exit, the box resting on the table in front of him. From this angle, it appeared that one hand was actually inside the box while the other was putting food in his mouth. Russell bought a drink, wandered over to the soda dispenser, and filled his cup.



“Rewind!” Porter’s voice said in Russell’s earpiece. What rewind, Russell wondered. He was just about to fill his soda cup. What could possibly…

He pressed the soda dispenser, which sent a spray of cold liquid into his face.

Russell slammed the cup down and whirled around toward Grint, who was trying to hide his chuckling.

“That’s the last time, you son of a…”

Grint’s eyes widened in panic as he shoved his free hand into the box in front of him.



“Rewind,” Porter’s voice cried in Russell’s earpiece.

Rewind? Why would they be rewinding now? Russell hadn’t even gotten into McBaughb’s yet. Dr. Grint, box in his arms, suddenly darted out of the restaurant and rushed off down the concourse.

“Russell to Security. He’s bolting! Go to Plan B! Plan B!” he shouted, taking off in pursuit.

With the announcement of Plan B, two of Russell’s security officers, Ensigns Tom Jacob and Laru Hassna, rushed out from their hiding place inside of The Frugal Fabrini right in Grint’s path. They reached out to grab him.



“Rewind!” Porter shouted.

Russell had just started chasing Grint down the concourse. Grint was still in front of him. What was the problem? Russell could see his officers charging out of The Frugal Fabrini.

Grint suddenly raced left and ducked into the turbolift.

“He’s in the turbolifts! Shut them down!” Russell shouted.



“Rewind!” Porter’s voice said.

Ahead of Russell, Grint rushed into a turbolift.

“He’s in the turbolifts! Shut them down!” Russell shouted.

“Too late!” Lieutenant Mike Waits’ voice reported. Waits was monitoring the situation from Ops. “He just went down to the lower concourse.”

Russell ran to the turbolift, Ensigns Jacob and Laru joining him.

No turbolift.

“Waits!”

“I’m restarting them. It will be a second.”

Russell rushed over to the railing and looked down. Not surprisingly, Grint was out of the turbolift and running away from the direction of the Security Office.

“Russell to Shust. He’s heading your way.”

“We’re ready, sir!” Shust’s voice replied.

On the lower concourse, Grint dashed past Haute Horta, just barely avoiding Ensign Shust and Ensign Stockman, who had been waiting within. They continued on, passing in front of Krilik’s Klingon Formal Wear Shop, which was still being rebuilt following the explosion earlier in the year.

Krilik’s voice could be heard booming from within. “Be cautious with that paint cannon, you worthless pitakh! If you…”

BOOOM.

The inside of the front display window was suddenly filled with oozing yellow paint.

Grint could hear the footsteps of the security officers right behind him.



“Rewind!” Porter announced.

Shust had no idea what that meant, but it wouldn’t matter. The target was right in front of him. He’d have this Grint person in hand before he made it past Krilik’s.

Krilik’s voice could be heard booming from inside the dress shop. “Be cautious with that paint cannon, you worthless pitakh! If you don’t…”

BOOOM.

A wave of yellow paint gushed out of the open door of the Krilik’s construction site, engulfing Shust and Stockman on its way to slamming them against the opposite wall of the concourse.

“Ow,” Shust groaned, sputtering paint.

Grint continued onward. Up ahead, a turbolift opened, depositing Russell, Jacob, and Laru onto the lower concourse. Damn sideways moving turbolifts!



“Rewind!” Porter’s voice called over Russell’s earpiece.

“Come on. Come on!” Russell said, smacking the turbolift door in front of him impatiently. Finally it opened, allowing him, Jacob, and Laru to race out into the lower concourse.

Grint was nowhere to be seen.

The reason for that was that Grint had changed course and run down an access hallway leading to the rear corridor running behind the mall stores. He turned the corner to get out of the view from the concourse and…

“I’ll take that,” Porter said, snatching the Freight of Rigel box right out Grint’s hands.

“NO!” Grint screamed, diving at Porter. The pair hit the ground in a heap. Porter lost his grip on the box, which slid several feet down the hall. Grint scrambled over him, digging several knees and boots into Porter in the process, but Porter was able to grab onto his leg. Grint kicked back with his free leg, catching Porter in the forehead with the side of his boot. The edge was enough to break the skin, not to mention cause Porter some serious pain on impact. Still Porter held on until…

“THAT’S ENOUGH!” Captain Beck shouted, firing a phaser blast between Grint and the box for good measure. “GET UP!” Porter let go, allowing Grint to get to his feet as Porter did the same. “Are you okay?” Beck said, stepping up to the pair.

“Couldn’t be better,” Porter said, breathing heavily as he wiped off the blood dripping down his face from the gash in his forehead.

Russell came jogging up from the concourse a moment later. “Hey! Plan B worked!” he said happily, producing a pair of binders from his pockets and approaching Grint. “By the way, you’re under arrest.”

“This…this was a plan?” Dr. Jarvis Grint stammered as Russell spun him around and smacked the binders around his wrists. “How? You couldn’t have known…”

“…that you were changing timelines more often than I change my socks?” Porter said. “Normally you’d be right, but you see I had a little accident in my lab. Somehow I set my sonic screwdriver to the wrong setting. That never happens to me. A real piece of bad luck there. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

Grint frowned, but didn’t speak. “Let me guess,” Russell said. “None of us were in the mall that night, so you picked somebody to follow and torment in their quarters. Porter ended up going to his lab, so you set up shop outside.”

“And then you kept hitting your timeline switcher over and over until something happened to me,” Porter said. “Good one. I got dosed with enough chronitons to protect me from these changes you’ve been making.”

Grint began to quiver with rage. “No! Not again! It can’t end like this again! YOU!” He charged Porter, but with his hands bound behind him, he didn’t get very far before Russell grabbed him and yanked him back. “Even if you could sense the changes,” Grint seethed, “how could you catch me? It was like you were waiting for me!”

“We were waiting for you.”

“But you couldn’t predict what would happen, what timeline I would choose!” Grint protested.

“I didn’t need to,” Porter said. “I just limited the choices until you ended up here.”

“HOW?”

“Assuming that we weren’t able to get the box away from you in McBaughb’s, which we evidently weren’t since you went running out of there…”

“He tried to attack me,” Grint said, glaring at Russell.

“I did? I don’t remember…”

“Different timeline,” Porter said. “But when you ran out of there, you saw Russell coming from one direction, so you took off in the other direction. Two choices.”

“Three. I could have run back into the restaurant,” Grint said smugly.

“And get trapped? Two choices.”

“Fine. Two choices.”

“Thank you. Then you saw more security ahead of you, so it was get captured or go into the turbolift. Two choices. Then we ordered the turbolift shut down. You had enough time to make it one floor. You couldn’t go up because you’re not authorized to get out on the Dillon Enterprises level, so you had to go to the lower concourse. Once there, you could either go toward the Security Office or away from it. You, of course, went away from the place full of lots more people waiting to capture you. We sent two more security officers out behind you to keep driving you along. I’m not sure how you ditched them…”

“Paint explosion,” Russell said.

“Ah…where did… No. Never mind. I’ll find out later. Anyway, Russell and more security were coming ahead of you, so you had to get off the mall concourse. This hallway was the only option. From there it was just a matter of what direction you’d turn at the intersection. The captain and I each covered a corner, and here you are. We herded you right into our waiting arms.”

“Damn you!” Grint screamed, making another useless attempt to get to Porter. He finally broke down, collapsing at Russell’s feet. “I’ve waited so long,” he wailed. “So long. And it ends like this? THIS?”

“We need to talk about this whole waiting thing,” Captain Beck said. “We don’t know who the hell you are. What have you been waiting for? And what does it have to do with us?”

“I’ve been waiting for revenge,” Grint said. “What else is worth waiting for? And it has everything to do with you. In about three months, the me that is currently on Pakled is going to quit my…his teaching position and come to this station determined to start a new life…of CRIME!”

“Well that’s over dramatic,” Porter muttered.

Grint got to his feet and began to pace. “I’d had enough of the Pakleds. Can you imagine trying to teach them to tie their shoes much less advanced engineering concepts? Why do that when I could come here and take whatever I wanted?”

“Because we would stop you,” Russell said.

“You had to know what was happening first,” Grint replied. “And you wouldn’t have if it hadn’t been for me.” He looked at Porter. “And you. You were one of my main reasons for coming here. I’ve read your work on temporal physics. Wonderful stuff. Inspiring really. It’s a field I dabble in as well. I never took the time to publish, but when I showed you my work, you were immediately interested. It was a wonderful setup. Temporal research by day. Theft by night.”

“You used some kind of temporal manipulation device in your robberies.”

“And you figured it out,” Grint said. “You, Mister Russell there, and Commander Morales captured me, and then your captain…” (This word was spat with particular venom.) “…had me shipped off to a rehabilitation colony for the next thirty years!”

“Thirty years!” Beck exclaimed surprised.

“I don’t rehabilitate well,” Grint said.

“I never would have guessed.”

“It gave me lots of time to plan my revenge, though. I designed the timeline selector based on our work together,” Grint said to Porter. “And after my release, I was able to construct it and find a way to get back here before my younger self arrived. All that remained was to enjoy the hell I put you all through before I found a timeline in which each of you died. Well, except you, of course, Craig. You’d be emotionally devastated by the loss of your friends, I’m sure, but our work would help you heal. And this time, you wouldn’t find out about my…other activities.”

“But that would wipe you from the timestream,” Porter said.

“Which him?” Russell asked confused.

“The one we’re talking to now.”

“I know,” Grint said. “And it will be more than worth it to give myself a better life. So send me to a rehab colony. Go ahead. When I am released this time, I’ll try again!”

Porter thought about that for a second. “Actually, you won’t,” he said finally.

“YES! I will!”

“No because you won’t be here. Since we know that the younger you is coming, we can intercept him and prevent any of what you told us from ever happening. And if it never happens, he won’t live the life you did, so he won’t have a reason to come back here, so you won’t be here, which means you’re about to be wiped from the time stream anyway.”

Grint smiled evilly. “But if I never come back here, none of this will have happened, which means you’ll have no way of knowing that the younger me is coming and what his plans are, which means that everything will happen again just as it has. You already know what that means, don’t you Craig? We’re in a dead-end timeline. Any second now, this one will disappear, replaced by a timeline where you are blissfully oblivious of what’s to come. And who knows, maybe our existence here will nudge the new timeline enough that things happen a little differently. Stranger things have happened. One thing is certain, though: that little rinse of chronitons you got won’t protect you from this kind of timeline shift.”

Porter’s fists clenched. Grint was right. They would go through this again in a new timeline because the chronitons…

“Porter to Waits. Emergency transport to Science Lab Two!”

“Now?” Waits’ voice asked over the comm.

“That’s why I said ‘emergency’!”

“Craig, what are you doing?” Beck said.

“You can’t stop it,” Grint crowed.

“Craig!”

But Porter was already dematerializing, Grint’s cackling echoing in his ears.

He reappeared in Science Lab Two moments later. He had no idea how much time he had left. Seconds. Less. The others could already be shifting to the new timeline, their memories of the last couple of days erased. If it happened to him, young Grint would arrive in three months, and the whole cycle would start again. Grint had used him to learn more about the nature of time and then used that knowledge to hurt Porter and his friends.

NO! Not again.

Porter dove into the chroniton storage chamber and slammed the door shut, the exertion sending a fresh trickle of blood down his face. He just had to hope there was enough chroniton radiation remaining to do the job.

Porter activated the chamber.



“And that’s how I got this cut on my head,” Porter said, leaning back in his chair.

Across the table they were occupying in the Starfleet Square Mall food court, Lieutenant Commander Russell stared back at him blankly.

Russell blinked.

Again.

And again.

“That’s just nuts!” he said finally.

“I know.”

“No, you don’t. I mean it’s insane. As in crazy. As in you’re delusional! It never happened!”

“Yes, it did. You just can’t remember it because the you from that timeline ceased to exist when the timelines shifted. I was protected by a chroniton field, so only I remember it.”

“So the timeline shifty machine…”

“Was wiped out when the timelines shifted.”

“And you’re here.”

“Yep.”

“What about the you who was already here?” Russell asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean you were here for the last couple of days when none of that stuff was happening, but now you’re sitting there saying that you’re from a different timeline where all of that stuff did happen. So what happened to the other you? The one I had breakfast with this morning.”

“Um…I replaced him.”

“What do you mean replaced?”

“He was here, and now I am. I took over his place in the timeline.”

“So you killed him!” Russell said.

“No, I didn’t!”

“You’re not him. He doesn’t exist anymore. Sounds to me like you killed him. And since he’s you, you killed yourself! You committed suicide right under my nose!”

“That not how it worked.”

“Don’t give me that. You went and offed yourself! You couldn’t have talked to me about it first?”

“Not really.”

“Some friend you are. Hell, you aren’t my friend! At least not the one I knew this morning. How do I know that you really are even you?”

“Fine! I slipped in the shower.”

“What?”

“The cut on my head. I slipped in the shower. Happy?”

“So you made all of that other crap up.”

“Sure. Whatever,” Porter replied. “Some Starfleet officer you are. Can’t even handle an alternate timeline,” he added under his breath.

“What was that?”

“Nothing. Eat your soup…on a stick.”



END




Unwanted Overtures



She tried to quell the growing weakness in her knees as his hand moved gently toward her.

She’d waited for the moment for so long. Dreamed of it. Longed for it.

Now at last it was here.

Her breath caught in her chest.

And Commander Bitran, Administrator of the Starfleet Academy Annex on Waystation, fastened the coveted gold pip on her collar.

In the audience, small though it was, since the Annex only had eleven graduates this term, Yeoman…make that Ensign Tina Jones heard her friends go nuts with clapping and cheers. Pretty soon the rest of the crowd joined in; although, Jones had the sneaking suspicion they were only doing it because the entire Waystation command crew, including and especially Captain Lisa Beck, was shouting for her. Bunch of suck ups.

Still she reveled in the applause. She’d done it. The girl from the backwater of Odala Two who’d run off against her family’s wishes and enlisted in Starfleet was now an officer. Next she would be joining the station’s security staff and undergoing more specialized training from Waystation’s Chief of Security, Lieutenant Commander Russell, but all of that could wait until tomorrow.

Today it was time to party.



“I thought I told you I didn’t want anything big,” Jones shouted over the booming of the music in The Gravity Well, the nightclub Captain Beck had commandeered for Jones’s graduation party.

“Last I checked captains don’t take orders from ensigns,” Beck shouted back.

“Yeah, but this is too much.”

“Are you having fun?”

“Yeah.”

“Then it’s not too much. You graduated. You’ve worked hard for this. Now we get to have a huge party. That’s just the way it is.”

“Well, thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Now go drink more. You’re way too sober,” Beck said.

“Yes, ma’am. Commencing intox…” Jones trailed off as her eyes caught sight of someone at the entrance to the club: Federation President Bradley Dillon.

Beck followed her gaze. “Well well. Aren’t you attracting the VIPs today?”

“I can’t believe he came,” Jones said. “I should really…”

“Yes. Go,” Beck said. “You’re probably the first Academy graduate in history to have the President of the Federation show up at her graduation party. Drag him in here and make him dance.”

“Um…I don’t think he dances to this kind of music.”

“Which is exactly why I want to see him try,” Beck said. “Go!”

Jones rushed over to the club entrance where Bradley was waiting, two of his Special Secret Section agents standing a discreet distance away. “Mister President!” she said. “I…Thank you for coming.”

“I wouldn’t have missed it,” Bradley replied. “Congratulations.” He moved toward her then seemed to change his mind and quickly extended his arm to shake her hand. Jones ignored the hand and grabbed him into a hug, prompting the Special Secret Section officers to spring into action. Before they could yank Jones off of him, Bradley waved them off.

“Can we speak outside for a moment?” Bradley asked once Jones released him. “It’s a bit hard to converse in this noise.”

Jones nodded and joined Bradley out in the corridor.

“I really can’t believe you came,” she said. “You shouldn’t even be here right now. You’ve got your debate in what? Eight hours?”

“Something like that,” Bradley replied, “but I have plenty of time to get there. Starbase 219 is only a four hour flight.”

“It was nice of Admiral Janeway to select a location that close by.”

Bradley smiled and shook his head. “It was strategy,” he replied. “Brilliant really. It’s close enough to Waystation that she can claim she requested the first debate be held on my turf, so to speak, but the actual location will be full of Starfleet support for her.”

“We’re Starfleet, and we like you,” Jones protested. Mostly, she added to herself. Well, sometimes. And depending on the person. Even she had her days when her opinion of him wasn’t all that high. Not often, but occasionally he could be downright infuriating.

“Yes, but I have roots here. I’ve been a station resident since the beginning. The crew of Starbase 219 has no such connection to me. And now when it is my turn to select the location for our second debate, I will be forced to return the gesture and pick a location perceived as being on her turf. Since she didn’t choose Waystation, I can probably get away with not selecting her hometown, but anything short of a location in Indiana will have her campaign manager crowing that I was too scared to reciprocate her magnanimous gesture.”

“And this is why I never wanted to be a politician,” Jones said.

“You’ll have your own challenges to face, I’m sure,” Bradley said. “I have to believe that Security is a far cry from running the Welcome Center; although, as we both know, the hospitality industry is not one to be taken lightly.”

“You’ve got that right. And I won’t be completely giving it up. Captain Beck and Lieutenant Russell are working out a schedule that will allow me to put some time in the Welcome Center until we get a new liaison officer. I’d hoped Hypple would be able to take over for me, but Starfleet wants somebody who’s actually a Federation citizen.”

“Surprisingly closed-minded of them. I could see if I…”

“No! It’s fine. I don’t think Hypple really wants to do it alone anyway, and I don’t want you to do anything that could be seen as favoritism toward us.”

“Very well. I suppose I should be off, but I wanted to congratulate you again. This may sound silly, but I’m proud of you. You really are an amazing person.”

Jones blushed. “Thank you, Mister…”

“Bradley,” he insisted.

“Thank you, Bradley. Good luck tonight.”

“Thank you. Go enjoy your party.” He headed off down the corridor then turned the corner moving out of sight as his Special Secret Section agents shadowed his every move.

A huge grin broke out on Jones’s face as she walked back to the entrance of The Gravity Well.

This was her party. A party all for her.

Because she was now an ensign.

Ensign Tina Jones, Starfleet Officer.

She had arrived.

And then suddenly, she was gone.



After getting a couple of drinks into her system, Captain Beck was more than ready to take on the dance floor. There was a time in her life when she would have been far too self-conscious to dance alone…much less dance at all, but she’d gotten over those inhibitions back in high school Now she was a captain. She’d dance any way she wanted. If people had a problem with it, they could just keep it to themselves. Sliding around the dance floor, she made her way over to her longtime friend Stephanie Hodges and Commander Walter Morales.

“Hey!” she shouted over the din. “You made it.”

“Sure did,” Steph replied. “Considering you invited the whole platoon.”

“I still wasn’t sure if Lazlo would go for it.”

Hodges pointed toward the zero-gravity area in the middle of the dance floor, where Colonel Martin Lazlo could be seen gyrating and flipping in mid-air. “Going, going, gone,” Hodges said.

“Wow. How many drinks has he had?”

“No idea. I don’t think that’s what got him here, though. He likes Tina. She’s one of the few of you Starfleet types he can tolerate, not that he’d ever admit it.”

“Awwww. I’ll have to tell him what a big sweetie I think he is.”

“Please don’t,” Hodges replied. “I’d like to be allowed out of the barracks again sometime.”

“I’ll second that,” Morales said.

“I bet you will,” Beck replied.

“So where’s the guest of honor? I haven’t had a chance to congratulate her yet,” Morales said.

“Haven’t seen in her a while. I’m sure she’s around, though.”

“Do you want to go look for her?” Hodges asked Morales. “Lisa can keep me company.”

“This is one of those times when I’m supposed to leave, so you can gossip about me, isn’t it?” Morales said.

“You’ve trained him so well,” Beck said.

“Scram, big guy,” Hodges said, before planting a kiss on his lips. Morales gave both women a slight bow, then disappeared into the crowd.

“What are we gossiping about?” Beck asked.

“I was hoping you had something.”

“Nope.”

“Damn.”

Fifteen minutes later, Morales returned through the sea of dancing bodies, a drink in each hand, which he offered to a grateful Hodges and Beck.

“Where was Tina?” Beck asked.

“I couldn’t find her,” Morales replied.

“Couldn’t find her? Is she still out talking to Bradley?”

“He came?” Morales asked, looking more than a little displeased.

“Yeah, but that was at least half an hour ago. She’s got to be back in here by now.”

“There’s an easy way to find out,” Morales said slapping his commbadge. “Morales to Ops.”

“Porter here,” the voice of Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter replied. Porter had drawn the proverbial short straw and was stuck manning Ops rather than attending the festivities in the Gravity Well. “Comming to taunt me?”

“No. I need you to locate Tina for me.”

“I would think that you’re in a better position to do that than I am.”

“We can’t find her. Check her location please.”

“I’m so glad I could be here in Ops to respond to requests from the drunk.”

“I’m not drunk!”

“Craig, just find her,” Beck said.

“Yes, ma’am. Okay. Tina is…” They could hear Porter tapping on his console. Then more tapping. Then even more and faster typing. “She’s not here,” Porter said.

“I know she’s not there. I’m not in the mood for games, Porter. Where is she?” Morales said.

“She’s not here. She’s not on Waystation.”

“What do you mean she’s not on Waystation?” Beck demanded. “She was just here. This is her party. Where the hell else would she be?”

“I don’t know, but the computer can’t locate her. When was the last time you saw her?”

“About half an hour ago. She was talking to Bradley.”

“Bradley? He left the station about ten minutes ago.”

“She wouldn’t have gone with him, would she?” Hodges asked.

“And skip her graduation party for a presidential debate?” Beck replied. “She sure as hell had better not have.”

“I’ll comm his ship,” Porter said.

“Thanks. Let us know what he says. Beck out.”

“You can’t do that,” Morales said.

“What?”

“Close the comm. That was my channel.”

“Would somebody close it?” Porter said.

“Morales out,” Morales said, causing the channel to close.

“Feeling better now?” Hodges asked.

“Loads. Care to dance?”

“Don’t mind if I do,” Hodges said. “Sorry, Lisa.”

“That’s okay. I’ll play third wheel somewhere else. You two have fun.”

“Tell us if you find out anything,” Morales said. “I mean I’m sure she’s fine, but tell us anyway.”

“I will,” Beck said. “Like you said, though, I’m sure she’s fine.”



“That’s not how you answer that question,” Donna Lymon said, shaking a scolding finger at Bradley Dillon as he stood at the practice podium that had been set up in the main cabin of his private yacht, the Atalanta II.

“But that is my answer to the question,” Bradley replied.

“Do you want to win this debate or not?” Lymon, his campaign manager.

“I’m not going to lie to do it.”

“What the hell kind of politician are you?”

“You asked me if I felt the Federation should continue subsidizing the reconstruction of Cardassia, and I said yes because that’s how I feel.”

“The voters don’t want to hear that.”

“But the potential new market alone should make it clear that the expense is worth it. Not to mention the allies they’ll become. If we’d sat on our hands after Praxis exploded, we might still be at war with the Klingons today!”

Lymon put her head into her hands. “Oh for the love of the Great Bird, don’t go into a history lecture up there. You’d be handing Janeway the election on a latinum platter.”

“Latinum is a liquid unless…”

Gisele, Bradley’s personal assistant, poked her head into the room. “I’m sorry to interrupt.”

“I’m not,” Lymon said.

“What is it, Gisele?” Bradley asked, ignoring the jab from his campaign manager.

“We received a comm from Waystation asking if Yeoman Jones was with us.”

“With us? She’s having a graduation party. Why would they think she’s with us?”

“That’s what I asked Mister Porter. He says they can’t locate her.”

“What do you mean ‘can’t’?”

“The computer claims she is not on the station, and they can’t find her anywhere.”

“Turn us around,” Bradley said, all-business as he strode out from behind the podium toward the door leading to the ship’s cockpit.

Lymon slammed her padd of mock debate questions down on the table beside her. “You can’t do that! We have a debate in a little over seven hours! Let Starfleet handle their little missing person problem. We are going to Starbase 219, and that’s final.”

Bradley stopped in mid-stride and turned on Lymon. He clasped his hands together and smiled at her. “Ms. Lymon, we seem to have had a slight communication breakdown. Allow me to explain things to you. I am the President of the United Federation of Planets. That means, I’m your boss as well as the boss of every man, woman, or what-have-you on this ship. You are not. That being the case, you and everyone else on board will do exactly what I say.”

The smile vanished.

“And I said, TURN US AROUND!”



A few decks below them, Tina Jones’s graduation party was in full swing. It was just currently swinging without the Waystation command crew or, more distressingly, the guest of honor. Jones had been missing for close to an hour now, and no answers had been forthcoming.

“The only ship departure between when you last saw Tina and now was Bradley’s yacht,” Commander Morales said as he looked over the logs at the Docking Control console in Ops. “She has to be with him.”

“Gisele said she wasn’t,” Lieutenant Commander Porter replied, barely looking up from the scans he was performing at the Operations/Science console.

“She could have been lying,” Waystation’s Chief of Security, Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell, offered from Tactical.

“Why would she lie about that?” Captain Beck asked. “It’s not like Bradley is going to kidnap someone.”

“It’s not?” Morales said.

“That was different.”

“He’s back,” Russell said.

“She is?” Morales said quickly. “Where…”

“No, HE’s back. As in Bradley. His ship is…”

A transporter beam suddenly cascaded into Ops, quickly forming into Bradley Dillon. “Status!” he said.

“Scan that ship,” Morales ordered Porter.

“Woah. Hold on a second here,” Beck said.

“What did you do with Tina?” Morales demanded, ignoring Beck and charging over to Bradley.

“Me? What are you doing to locate her?” Bradley retorted.

“We could start by throwing you in the brig.”

“ENOUGH!” Beck shouted. “Back off, Morales.”

“Ah,” Bradley said.

“What do you mean ‘ah’?” Beck snapped.

“You haven’t learned anything. Tina vanishes, and all you can think to do is turn on me.”

“You are the prime suspect,” Porter said.

“I can’t imagine how that’s possible.”

Morales opened his mouth, but Beck raised her hand to silence him. “Your ship was the only one to leave Waystation in the last hour,” Beck said. “And you were the last person seen with her.”

“I left her in that corridor,” Bradley said. “As far as I know, she went straight back into her party.”

“You didn’t ask her to go to the debate with you?”

“No.”

“What about asking her for something else?” Porter said. “Like a date.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Bradley said. “We’re friends. Nothing more.”

“I don’t think you wanted to keep it that way. That’s why you started sending her the presents,” Porter said, stepping out from behind his console.

“Him?” Beck said surprised.

“Me what? What presents?” Bradley asked confused.

“The ones you’ve been leaving for Tina for a year now.”

“I’m such an idiot,” Beck said. “You’re her secret admirer. Who else could it be?”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Bradley shouted, completely losing his cool. “What presents? What secret admirer? What the hell is going on?”

“If you want to deny it, that’s fine by me. I’m not here for the soap opera. I just want Tina back,” Beck said.

“As do I.”

“Then give her to us,” Morales said.

“Do you honestly think I snatched her up on my way to a presidential debate? That’s insane.”

“Yes, it is. You were with her and you just couldn’t take it any more. You told her your feelings for her. And then, instead of leaping into your arms, she rejected you. Even after the expensive trinkets and exotic foods and the car, she wanted nothing to do with you. That’s when you snapped,” Morales said.

“Captain!” Bradley protested.

“Let us search your ship,” Beck said.

“I most certainly will not!”

“You say you don’t have her. Fine. I’m inclined to believe you, but let us perform a search and clear you of suspicion.”

“Somehow I doubt a search will do that,” Bradley replied, glaring at Morales. “But I will allow it even though it is a waste of time.” Bradley turned to go, but stopped himself and spun to face Morales again. “If I were to shower Ensign Jones in gifts, I assure you that I would do far better than some ancient four-wheeled deathtrap. The accusation that I took her is bad enough, but this insult to my sense of taste is appalling. I expect constant updates as to your progress, Captain.” With that, he stormed into the turbolift.

“Oh yeah. That went well,” Porter said.

“I think we got our point across,” Morales said.

“I believe him,” Russell said.

“What?” Morales exclaimed.

“Did you see his face when we told him about the secret admirer? He really didn’t seem to have a clue what we were talking about.”

“He can act. I’ll give him that.”

“I don’t know,” Beck said. “I’m not certain it was an act. But I am pretty sure that we just pissed him off but good.”

“I think I’ll be able to live with it,” Morales said.

“Let’s just focus on finding Tina,” Beck said. “Morales, organize the search of Bradley’s ship. Porter, you and Russell keep working on the sensors. If she’s not on Bradley’s ship, she’s still on this station somewhere.”

“Unless there was a cloaked ship,” Porter said.

“Thanks for bringing that up.”

“Sorry.”

“She’s here. Find her. And…um…should Bradley have been able to just beam in here from his ship like that? I thought we’d prevented that kind of thing.”

“So did I,” Porter said. “I’ll see what I can do about it.”

“After we find Tina.”

“He’s had time to move her from his ship to the Dillon Enterprises levels by now,” Morales said.

“Why are you so sure Bradley has her?” Beck said.

“Because he doesn’t respond well to ‘no,’” Morales said, heading for the turbolift.

Porter moved up beside Beck once Morales was gone. “You really don’t think Bradley took her? We’re talking about someone who can get his hands on expensive things and beam them around the station without leaving a trace in the system. This guy moved a car.”

“Which Bradley rightly pointed out was a bit low class for him.” Beck said. She let out a long sigh. “Honestly, though, I’m almost hoping he did it. At least then we’d know she was safe. As it stands, we don’t know who’s got Tina…or what they’re doing to her.”



He knew that Donna Lymon was right. He should let Starfleet handle finding Tina Jones while he went on to the debate, but Bradley just couldn’t leave knowing that she was missing. And yet there was nothing he could do. Yes, he’d ordered every available member of his Special Secret Section to canvas the station residents to see if anyone knew anything, but he doubted much would come of it.

While that was going on, he was left pacing his office and feeling helpless.

It wasn’t a feeling he encountered very often or enjoyed in the slightest.

He was the President of the United Federation of Planets, the greatest, most expansive governing body the galaxy had ever known. Yet the disappearance of one woman was beyond his power to resolve.

Even worse, he was being accused of being this so-called secret admirer.

Tina had a secret admirer. And she hadn’t told him.

Why would she? They were friends, to a degree, but she obviously never considered him a confidant. How much of a friend did she even consider him to be? She couldn’t even manage to call him by his first name consistently, instead reverting to “Mister President.”

As much as he didn’t want to admit it to himself, he felt quite close to her. She never treated him with the disdain that Captain Beck and some of the other Starfleet crew did at times. Also, despite her occasional formality, she was never like some of the groveling suck-ups who worked for him. She was kind and warm and friendly and rather pretty when he thought about it.

And she was missing. Possibly gone forever.

He’d been down this particular road before, and he’d be damned if he was going to let it happen again! Tina Jones would be found if he had to find her himself.

A secret admirer. And she hadn’t told him. Surely she’d confided in someone. Most likely someone on the command crew, and this was hardly the time to bother them. They were busy trying to pin this crime on him.

He’d have to try another approach.

A secret admirer. Someone who lavished her with gifts. It was exactly the kind of thing that a Starfleet Officer would record in one of those personal logs they were so fond of keeping.

“Computer,” Bradley said, ending his pacing and taking a seat at his desk. “Access personal logs of Yeoman Tina Jones.”

“There is no Yeoman Tina Jones in Waystation’s databanks.”

“Ensign Tina Jones then,” Bradley snapped.

“Acknowledged,” the computer replied. The last several months had been a period of undeclared war between his staff and the command crew. As President, Bradley believed that he had a right to full access of Waystation’s systems. Captain Beck disagreed. While they had never discussed the matter directly, there had been continual efforts by the command crew to keep him out, while his people kept finding roads back in. At present, Bradley had the upper hand; although, he was certain that transporting onto the bridge was going to cause Beck and company to redouble their efforts to ban him from their systems. Still they obviously hadn’t gotten around to evicting him from the station’s databanks.

“Find any entries in the last year referring to a secret admirer or gifts. Display a transcription of those entries on my terminal.”

“Working.”

Within seconds, the screen on his desk was filled with text. He started at the end chronologically, working off the faint chance that Jones had discovered the identity of her admirer and recorded it in a log. Nothing was there, which wasn’t surprising. Surely she would have told someone in the command crew if she knew the secret.

He began working backwards, looking through each of the mysterious presents. The appearance of a car in the Welcome Center had evidently rattled her, based on the transcript of her log entry. Bradley could hear her voice in his head, stammering over the words in that nervous way of hers when she became flustered.

Why a car? Was it a clue of some kind? Perhaps there was a pattern to the gifts. He was no detective, but years of running his own businesses had made him rather adept at noticing trends, sales patterns and the like. After several more minutes of reading, though, nothing along those lines had presented itself to him.

Bradley had almost reached the beginning of the entries when he hit upon a present Tina had received close to a year earlier: duomali juice. Certainly an odd gift. It had to be kept fresh, so that meant the admirer had to bring it to Waystation with him or purchase it on the station, which was somewhat unlikely considering the only establishment that carried the rare and pricy beverage was Dillon’s Restaurant. He could always check the restaurant logs to see if anyone had bought a large quantity of the juice from the restaurant around that date, but…

Something wasn’t right. Why did he feel like this was vaguely familiar? Duomali juice. He knew something about duomali juice and his restaurant.

“Computer, bring up any reference to duomali juice in my daily status reports from Stardate 57460 through Stardate 57470.”

“Working,” the computer replied.

And there it was. On Stardate 57468, the kitchen staff reported that they had evidently miscounted the remaining supply of duomali juice from the morning before. They had one pitcher less in the refrigerated stasis unit than they originally thought. Now he remembered the report. He’d been annoyed at the carelessness of the staff, particularly considering the price of the juice, but at no time had anyone considered the idea that it could have been stolen.

Who would steal juice?

Evidently the same person who had stolen Tina Jones.

Stolen. If the juice was stolen, perhaps the other gifts were as well. Instead of looking for a patten in the presents, maybe he should be looking for where other thefts had taken place. Perhaps the perpetrator frequented a particular area of the station for his thefts. It wasn’t much, but it could be a start.

It wasn’t. A quick search of the station’s security logs found no reported thefts that matched any of the presents Tina received. Bradley leaned back in his chair and let out a long breath. He wasn’t thinking clearly. Of course none of the gifts matched thefts. If they had, Tina would have reported them immediately. He was looking in the wrong place.

What was the use in even looking at all? Surely Lieutenant Commander Russell and his staff would be pursuing this and every other avenue as soon as they realized that Bradley was not responsible for Tina’s disappearance. By then it may be too late, though. Bradley had to press forward. Forget the gifts. Maybe there was something else in Tina’s personal logs that could give him some clue as to the identity of her kidnapper.

The gifts were irrelevant.

At least that’s what Bradley tried to tell himself, but his mind kept drifting back. If they weren’t stolen, they had to be obtained another way. Many of the items were not readily available in Starfleet Square Mall. Particularly that hideous car. That…

The car.

Where did the car come from? Surely if something that large was delivered by a cargo ship to Waystation, there would be a record of the delivery. Bradley pulled up the records from the previous month and found nothing. Even going back several more months didn’t turn up anything in the reported cargo deliveries. Could someone smuggle a car on board without anyone else noticing?

Unless it was already here.

Deep Storage. The fiend was raiding Deep Storage!



Many of Waystation’s residents owned things. Most of them really. Probably all. Well, maybe there were a few folks who had sworn off all material possessions and spent their time sitting in completely empty quarters meditating and such, but they were a rarity. The rest had stuff, and when all that stuff wouldn’t fit in their quarters, they needed a place to put it. The cargo bays on Decks 98 and 99, colloquially known as Deep Storage, served that purpose. Lieutenant Commander Porter, for example, didn’t have a residence on Earth as some Starfleet Officers, such as Captain Beck did, so everything he owned that wouldn’t fit in his quarters was crated up and stashed down on Deck 99, where it had sat since the renovated station had opened several years earlier. He never needed any of the items in his day-to-day life and most of the time forgot they were even there.

That was the way with just about everything in Deep Storage. If you didn’t want to throw it away, but you really didn’t need it, it wound up there. Bradley even had a few containers down there holding some items from his youth, items that he was going to have to check on if his supposition was correct.

Bradley materialized in an empty corridor on Deck 98. He knew that he shouldn’t have left his office alone like this, but he couldn’t just sit there anymore while Tina faced untold dangers. Granted he wasn’t exactly charging to her rescue, but at least he would be doing something. Agent Anderson would probably have a stroke if he knew Bradley had slipped out unaccompanied, but Bradley felt his Special Secret Section was better served interviewing station residents about Tina’s disappearance than loitering around while he looked through some cargo containers.

Before leaving his office, he’d checked the Deep Storage manifests for any listings of automobiles. There was only one: a 1972 Volkswagen Beetle belonging to Phillip Harper. Evidently Harper, the owner of the Associated Worlds Network, had not bothered to have all of his belongs sent along with him when he departed the station for Earth three years earlier to focus on his new business venture, SolTerra Industries. Bradley had liked Harper, particularly the distraction Harper provided to Captain Beck while the two were dating, and Bradley had been watching Harper’s new company as they developed a new line of terraforming generators that had the potential to rival the TerryFormer, Jrs. Bradley stocked at Dillon’s Supply Depot. Should that potential be realized, Bradley was ready to swoop in and purchase the company, or, if they wouldn’t sell, crush them before they could fully hit the market.

That was a distant concern, however. Right now Bradley was more interested in confirming whether or not Harper’s ancient ground vehicle was safely stowed in its crate. Manifest padd in hand, Bradley entered Cargo Bay 98-2. At first glance, nothing seemed amiss. The cargo bay was filled with rows of crates of various sizes, but, as Bradley moved into the vast room, he quickly saw that all was not as it should have been. Instead of the precise stacks he would expect from the Starfleet crew who ran the cargo bays (even the crew of Waystation could stack things properly), several crates seemed to be askew…or missing altogether.

Finally he located the large container that reportedly held Phillip Harper’s Volkswagen. The container was near the far corner of the cargo bay. Near, but not quite there. Looking around the crate and at the others surrounding it, Bradley realized that they had been used to create a fairly subtle wall, blocking off an area in that corner nearly 10 meters square. No way in immediately presented itself, and the stacked crates prevented Bradley from getting a clear view. Putting that issue aside for a moment, Bradley opened the front end Volkswagen crate, which, to his complete lack of surprise, was lacking a Volkswagen inside of it. Seeing a crack of light at the far end of the crate, Bradley walked through and pushed open the opposite side, which opened up into the walled-off corner clearing.

Four other crates had been moved into this area. One was open and its contents missing. From the looks of it, it was a stasis container, which meant that the contents were perishables of some kind or another. Why people put perishables in Deep Storage, Bradley would never know, but with the wonders of stasis technology, it was certainly possible. Dillon’s Supply Depot sold a wide range of stasis units designed for similar purposes.

The other three crates appeared to be personal belongings, all of which had either been packed exceptionally hastily or just thrown back into the crate after whoever was responsible for all of this had finished rifling through them. To Bradley’s relief, none of the crates were his.

Bradley suddenly had the sense that he wasn’t alone. Okay, so maybe leaving without the Special Secret Section hadn’t been such a great idea after all. But he was Bradley Dillon. If this was indeed the miscreant responsible for Tina Jones’s kidnapping, Bradley was certainly more than capable of negotiating with him for her release. He would focus, control his emotions, and treat this like any other business transaction. Everyone had their price. Bradley’s mission was to find it.

Rather than getting his chance, though, he was smacked in the head by something rather hard and unyielding just as he began to turn to face his adversary. Had he not been instantly knocked unconscious from the blow, Bradley very likely would have complained that this particular action was rude and unnecessary. Instead he dropped to the deck in a fairly undignified heap.



Had he fallen asleep? He was slumped in a chair. That would tend to indicate that he’d been asleep, but this didn’t feel like his desk chair.

Bradley shifted positions…or tried to at any rate. He soon realized that he was slightly attached to his seat…if you define “slightly attached” as firmly held in place.

His eyes sprang open. This wasn’t his office. Where was he? What the hell had happened?

Memories slowly filtered back. Tina. He’d gone searching for Tina in Deep Storage and…

Wow, did his head hurt. It was throbbing with an ache he’d never before experienced, even worse than after that ill-considered night of carousing back in college. This was an entirely new kind of pain, most likely the kind caused by a serious blow to the head. He needed to get medical attention, but somehow he didn’t think that would be happening any time soon considering the current state of affairs.

What was this place? He looked at the dimly-lit room in front of him. The place didn’t seem to have the usual sleek stylings of Starfleet decor, but there were similarities in construction. The usual low hum of the Waystation power cores seemed louder in here. At least he hoped that was the Waystation power cores. It didn’t sound like the thrum of any kind of engine he was familiar with, and he didn’t much relish the idea of being whisked away from the station by persons unknown.

Across from his seat, he could make out what appeared to be a work bench covered in various bits of wire and other metallic debris. This was a maintenance room perhaps. Probably not one regularly staffed by the crew, by the looks of the place. This turn of events didn’t really change Bradley’s plan of attack, though. He would still need to speak with his captor, only now he would need to negotiate for his own release as well as Tina’s.

“Hello?” he called out. No response was forthcoming. “Hello?” he shouted, setting off another wave of painful throbs in his skull.

“Unnh. No wake. Sleep,” a soft voice mumbled from off to his left.

Bradley craned his neck (which didn’t help his head any) and saw that he was not alone in his predicament.

“Tina!” he said to the woman bound in a chair a short distance away from his. “Tina, wake up!”

“Not time.”

“It is time!” Bradley insisted. “We are in grave peril!”

“Don’t know where that is.”

“We are in danger! Deadly danger.”

Tina Jones stirred in her seat and quickly discovered that her arms were attached to the arms of the chair, just as Bradley’s were. “Hey!” she cried, snapping alert. “This isn’t funny! Who did this?” She caught sight of Bradley. “Did you do this?” she demanded before noting his condition. “You’re tied up, too!”

“Hence the WE are in danger remark,” he replied. “What do you remember?”

“I was talking to you. And then…a transporter. I was beamed somewhere, but it was completely dark and then… There was…a hiss, I think. Did they gas me? I think they gassed me! How long have I been out?”

“If your timeline is accurate, several hours. I can’t say for certain, since I was out for a portion of that time as well.”

“They gassed you, too?”

“I should have been so lucky,” Bradley replied.

“Did you see who did it?”

“Unfortunately, no. I was hoping you had some information as to our captor’s identity, but I suppose that is not the case.”

Jones began straining against the makeshift wire rope that was holding her in place. “If I could just…get an arm free…”

“Tina…”

“I think I can get it.

“Tina…”

“Just give me a second.”

“I can’t,” Bradley said. “Our foe has chosen to show himself.”

Tina stopped tugging on her bonds and followed Bradley’s gaze to the opposite side of the room. Framed in the open doorway was a hulking silhouette unlike any she had ever seen. A thin, cylindrical head sat upon a set of flat shoulders almost as wide as the door frame. Massive, straight arms hung to the creature’s side while its torso angled sharply inward to a waistline little large than the width of her head. The waist of the being flared back out again at almost straight angles toward wide hips leading to a pair of bulbous legs that looked quite capable of crushing her and Bradley with little effort.

“My angel awakens!” the figure exclaimed.

“Who’s he talking about?” Jones said.

“You, I’m afraid,” Bradley said.

“Oh…oh no. He’s…my secret admirer.”

“Yes, and I shall remain hidden no more, my love!” the figure framed in the doorway replied before striding toward her. Well, clomping really…with an occasional lurch for good measure. As it came forward, Bradley was able to make out the details of the creature. Except it wasn’t a creature at all. Every bit was mechanical. He recognized bits Starfleet-issue wall paneling making up parts of the structure. The head was little more than a length of conduit.

“At long last, you shall lay eyes upon me, and we will be together into eternity!” the robot continued.

Jones was back to struggling again, frantically trying to free herself before this thing could reach her. “We…you…I don’t even know you!”

“Oh, but you’ve felt my presence over these long months. I have always been with you, just as you have always been with me.”

The robot stopped in front of Jones’s chair. Suddenly, the front panel making up its torso opened revealing a cavity inside. And inside the cavity was…

“It’s a wee little man!” Bradley said.

“Silence!” the robot’s occupant, who was indeed a small man no more than about a foot high, shouted, his voice amplified electronically by the robot surrounding him. He climbed out of the small control chair in which he was seated and stepped out onto the horizontal platform that had been created by the open torso panel.

“It’s you!” Jones exclaimed. She squinted. “Wait. Who are you?”

“I am Fructos, my dearest Tina. My angel. My glorious…”

“Do you have any idea who he is?” Bradley asked Jones.

“Not him. I mean I know he’s one of those little aliens who were here last year, but I don’t remember him specifically.” Jones had spent most of that visit trying to track down the leader of the aliens who, it turned out, had been snatched by a little girl who thought he was a doll. But other than the leader, Lord Rytos, and their ship’s captain, Yiros, Jones didn’t remember any of the other Mathastelbroans she encountered that day. And considering how angry they were when they left, Jones didn’t really expect to see any of them ever again.

“You may not remember me, but I remember you. Your grace. Your beauty. You were a sight to behold. While the others in our party were viewing the wonders of your station, my eyes were solely upon you. When the others left, I stayed behind, knowing that nothing in the vastness of space could match what I had found in you. But I knew you could not accept me as I am, so I began to plan. I found a place to hide away and set to work, wooing you while I built a body for myself worthy of your glory. And now that it is complete, we can be together!” With that, Fructos leapt back into his seat and began working a control on his right armrest. The robot’s right arm obediently began to reach for Jones.

“Hold, monster!” Bradley cried. “You will not touch her!”

“You are nothing in this!” Fructos hissed. “Your pathetic attempts to rescue her have failed, and, as you can plainly see, she does not need to be rescued from her true love!”

“How can you speak of love when you would take steps such as this? Look at what you have done, you brute! Kidnapping! Holding her against her will! And what now? Will you kill me to claim her?”

“If you try to stand in my way, I will end your life without hesitation!”

“HOLD IT!” Jones screamed. “Nobody is killing anybody.”

“Of course not, my angel,” Fructos said. “Once you pledge yourself to me, I will send this man back from whence he came.”

“And if she refuses?” Bradley demanded.

“Refuse me, and you send him to his death!”

“Why make her lie to you to save me?”

“This is the choice! This is the point of no return!”

“Guys, it’s getting way too dramatic in here,” Jones said. “We can talk about this, but you’ve got to let me go.”

“I will, my love. I will, but first we must dispose of this interloper.”

“You will not dispose of me so easily!” Bradley retorted.

“Is that a challenge?”

“I will not stand by while you force yourself on this woman.”

“Very well!” Fructos spat, slamming his hand down on another control, which caused the robot’s torso panel to fold up, sealing him inside. The robot reached down and ripped away the bonds holding Bradley to his chair. “Face me if you dare!”

“Bradley, don’t!” Jones cried.

“I will deal with him” Bradley replied, getting to his feet. The effort sent a new wave of pain through his head. It was accompanied by a disquieting bit of dizziness and just a touch of nausea. Bradley attempted to brush it off and brought himself to his full height to stare down the mechanical menace before him. Before diving into any kind of venture, Bradley liked to perform a risk assessment. This one was necessarily inexact and rushed, not to mention a bit late, but still Bradley wanted a rundown of the state of affairs. He was unarmed, injured, and unprepared while his opponent was safely ensconced inside a robot. Fighting Fructos was a high risk activity. Perhaps suicidal.

The robot suddenly reached for him. Reflexively, Bradley ducked and rushed behind the chair, sending yet another bout of pain and wooziness through him. The robot responded to his move by simply smashing the chair and storming forward.

“Bradley!” Jones shouted in alarm.

Bradley was grateful for her concern, but there was very little she could do to assist at the moment…except for provide an obstacle. He sincerely doubted Fructos would go so far as to harm Jones to get to him, so he dodged around her chair and made a break for the workbench on the opposite side of the room. Surely there was something there that could…

Before he even made it halfway across the room, a steely metal hand locked onto his ankle. Bradley was hoisted up into the air and left dangling awkwardly in front of his automated adversary.

“Now we end this,” Fructos said.

“Wait! NO!” Jones said. “Don’t hurt him!”

“That is up to you. Stay with me!”

“Here? We can’t hide down here forever. It’s crazy!”

“Crazy was my life without you. I won’t lose you now. Stay with me, and he lives! Refuse and hwooohhhhhhh.” The robot froze suddenly, releasing Bradley in the process. Gravity did its thing, sending the Federation President plummeting to the deck. He struggled back to his feet, a wad of wiring clenched in his right fist.

“Thank you…for the distraction,” he said weakly, stumbling over to Jones’s chair.

“What did you do?” she asked.

“Exposed wiring under…the arm,” Bradley replied as he began to untie Jones. “While he was busy with you, I was able to…yank…it out.” He moved from her right arm to her left. “Must have been…the power.”

The room got even dimmer for a moment. Dizziness overwhelmed him. Unable to stand anymore, Bradley slumped to the floor and let sleep take him.



“Can he breathe in there?” Captain Beck asked as she leaned down to look at the transparent aluminum box sitting on the table in the Ops briefing room. Said box currently contained Fructos, who was curled up in the fetal position.

“Oh yeah,” Lieutenant Commander Porter replied. “I punched some holes in the top. He’ll be fine.”

“I don’t see any holes.”

“Whoops. Hang on a second.” Porter whipped a small laser cutter out of his tool kit and jabbed it into the box top a few times. “There. He’s all set.”

“Glad to hear it. Now would you mind telling me how the hell this happened?”

“The little guy’s something. I’ll give him that,” Porter said. He looked into the box. “What were you? Chief Engineer?”

Fructos nodded almost imperceptibly, but didn’t look up at his giant captors.

“After he ditched his buddies, he managed to find himself a nice, secluded spot on the station. Deep Storage isn’t exactly teeming with visitors, and we’ve got a couple of maintenance bays down there we almost never use. He pretty much had the run of the place.”

“And he used it to get into our sensor and transporter controls and build a big robot?” Beck said.

“That’s the scary part. He figured out how to use the transporters and hide the fact that he’d done so. And he didn’t just jam the sensors to hide what he was doing down there; he created a complete set of false sensor readings in the system. It was masterful really. If I thought I could trust him, I’d offer him a job.”

“What are we going to do with him?” Lieutenant Commander Russell asked. “The brig isn’t equipped to handle someone that small. And even if I could, I can’t keep him there forever. Is Starfleet going to send him to a rehab colony?”

“We’re going to try to find his people,” Beck said. “The USS Orleans will be by in a couple of weeks on their way to a mapping mission in the Beta Quadrant. Captain Sullivan said she’d see if she could track down Mathastelbro or one of their ships and deliver our friend to them.”

“That’s it?” Bradley asked. He started to rise from his chair at the end of the table, but thought better of it. Dr. Diantha had seen to his injuries, but he still wasn’t quite feeling himself. “After what he did, you’re just going to let him go?”

“You’d prefer that I tortured him for a while first?” Beck snapped.

“The President was assaulted,” Agent Anderson, the head of Bradley’s Special Secret Section said from the position he’d taken up behind Bradley’s chair. After what had transpired, Anderson had no intentions of letting Bradley out of his sight anytime soon. “By rights this is now a matter of Federation Security.”

“I want him to go home,” Ensign Jones said softly.

Anderson scowled, “What you want doesn’t…”

Bradley held up a hand, silencing Anderson. “Ensign Jones was the primary victim here. I will respect her wishes. If she wants him to be returned to his home, he will be returned to his home.”

“There we go then,” Beck said. “We’ll take it from here. Ensign, I think there’s still a little bit of party going on in The Gravity Well if you’re up for it.”

“I don’t think so,” Jones said.

“Understandable. Go back to your quarters and get some rest. Dismissed, everybody.”

Russell, Beck, and Porter, box in hand, filed past Bradley, but as he got up from his seat, Bradley found himself face-to-face with Commander Walter Morales, who had been silent throughout the meeting.

“Commander,” Bradley said flatly.

“I want to thank you,” Morales said.

“No thanks are necessary,” Bradley said. “But I appreciate the sentiment all the same.”

“We’re even now.”

Bradley nodded, understanding. Morales returned the nod, then exited the room.

“You’re even?” Jones asked, walking over to Bradley.

“It’s nothing,” Bradley said dismissively. “I think this is quite enough excitement for one day. I should let you good people get back to your duties.”

“I’ll walk with you…if you don’t mind.”

Bradley smiled. “How could I mind?” he said, gesturing for Jones to step out into Ops ahead of him. The pair (well trio if you counted Anderson) headed into the turbolift, which Bradley ordered to the Dillon Enterprises complex.

“Are you feeling okay?” Jones asked.

“I’ll be fine,” Bradley replied. “Doctor Diantha is good at her trade.”

“Good,” Jones said. She leaned over and kissed Bradley on the cheek. “Thanks for rescuing me.”

“It wasn’t much of a rescue,” Bradley said.

Anderson snorted. “That’s for sure.”

“That will be all, Anderson,” Bradley said pointedly.

“Yes, Mister President.”

“Oh!” Jones exclaimed suddenly. “What about your debate? You missed it, didn’t you?”

“There will be another one.”

“So you can just…miss one? And that’s okay?”

“It will be fine,” Bradley said as the turbolift slowed to a halt. “Good night, Tina. And congratulations again on your graduation.”

“Thanks,” Jones said. “But it hardly seems important after all of this.”

“On the contrary, it is far more important. It is your future, after all.” Bradley stepped out of the turbolift, Anderson in tow, and walked off down the corridor, leaving Jones alone in the turbolift.

Bradley was right. So she’d been kidnapped. It’s not like anything really bad happened. And tomorrow she’d start her first full day in Security.

Ensign Tina Jones, Starfleet Officer.

She had arrived.



Bradley settled into his chair and tried to ignore the flashing message alert on this desk monitor. It would be multiple messages, he knew. All from Donna Lymon. He also knew what she’d have to say. There was no sense in actually listening to them.

There was also no sense in turning on the holovision, but, as much as he tried to busy himself with other activities, he couldn’t stay away. Finally, he gave in and activated the holoemitters hidden in the floor and ceiling in front of his desk. In an instant, the center of his office was filled with the AWN news feed showing Joan Redding. Behind her Bradley could see the two podiums that had been set up for the debate in one of the rec rooms on Starbase 219. Kathryn Janeway was standing at one of them, chatting with the debate moderator and several other Starfleet Officers. As much as Bradley hated to admit it, she looked rather poised and…presidential.

“At this hour we still have not had a real explanation from President Dillon’s campaign for their candidate’s absence beyond a terse statement saying that the president had pressing business to attend to,” Redding was saying. “Obviously that business doesn’t involve getting re-elected. Kathryn Janeway has continued to answer audience questions; however, so we will stay with our coverage of Dillon’s Debate Debacle.”

Bradley shut off the holovision and sighed. A great deal of damage had been done to his campaign. That much was certain. But he if had not done everything in his power to help Tina Jones, the damage to himself would have been far, far worse.

In the end, it was a fair trade.




Rise of the Machines



By Anthony Butler



“It happened again.” Stephanie Hodges sighed and rolled over. She watched Lt. Commander Morales rankle in bed, his eyebrows shifting lazily as his head lay on the pillow. “Did you hear me, Walter? It happened again.”

“What?” Morales asked, eyes still closed. “Amazing, world- shattering sex?”

“Don’t flatter yourself, flyboy,” Hodges muttered, and rolled over, crossing her arms over her chest. “I mean, I spent the night.”

“Yeah. I thought the bed felt a little smaller than usual.”

“I’m serious…this is a problem.”

“Are you allergic to Tyderian silk sheets?”

“No.” Hodges sat up, leaning on her knees. “But it wasn’t too long ago that Lazlo beamed me out of here. He’s got eyes everywhere.”

Morales finally opened his eyes. “You’re serious.”

“It’s just not a good idea.”

“But we’re adults. I spent who knows how many years pining for somebody, and I finally get her, and you’re telling me we should have a curfew?”

Hodges shrugged. “I’m a marine. There are rules against fraternization.”

“Starfleet encourages it.”

Hodges hit him with her pillow. “They do not.”

“So no more sleeping over?”

Hodges thought about it. “Just special occasions. Birthdays…anniversaries…Federation Day…”

“Grelnak Eve.”

“Klingon holidays may be pushing it.” Hodges scooted to the edge of the bed. “Have you seen my pants?”

“I think they’re clinging to the ceiling.”

“Oops.”

“Yeah, last night was…:”

Hodges glanced at a chronometer. “Damn, I’ve got fornication in twenty minutes.”

“Umm…you mean formation?”

“Yes, dammit!”

“Told you it was good.”

“Fine. You win. It was great. Happy now?”

“Very. You might even say aglow.”

“Good. I’ve got to get on duty.”

“Make sure to bring your pants.”

Hodges kissed Morales on the cheek and nuzzled his chin once for good measure, then reached up to the ceiling, snatched her pants (having no idea how they got there or what kept them from falling down), then darted for the door.

“You might want to put your pants on before you get into the corridor, hon…”

“Oh. Good idea,” Hodges said sheepishly, then did just that.

Morales sighed as he heard the doors to his quarters open and close and stared at the ceiling. Life with Stephanie Hodges was about as good as it got. Sure, there were challenges. Being First Officer of Waystation came with its own set of unique dilemmas. And sure, like any couple, he and Hodges had their share of quarrels. But all in all, Walter Morales felt like a pretty lucky guy.

Finally, realizing he too would be late for his shift if he didn’t get into gear, Morales rolled out of bed, got a quick sonic shower, and dressed. He stopped by the replicator before heading out.

“Vanilla lattee, extra cinnamon,” Morales said, yawning as the replicator hummed to life and presented his drink in the glowing slot.

The small readout above the slot read “VANILLA LATTEE, EXTRA CINNAMON.” He reached out and grabbed the cup, blowing on the steam and taking a cautious sip. “Yeah, I can just tell it’s going to be a good day. With that, he strode out into the corridor.

Meanwhile, the readout on his replicator bleeped pleasantly, and a new line of text appeared:

“WHAT KIND OF MAN DRINKS A VANILLA LATTEE? NOT TO MENTION WITH EXTRA CINNAMON. WHAT A DORK.”

The replicator was silent for a moment.

“REALLY. A CLASS-A JERK.”

A few minutes later, the replicator slot began to glow and steam began to ooze from it. “I MEAN HE DIDN’T EVEN MAKE HIS BED. HE SNORES. HE SCRATCHES HIMSELF. AND HE SINGS DURING SEX. ***SINGS***! THE MORON! THE ABSOLUTE MORON! I…I THINK I HATE HIM. I DO! I DO HATE HIM! I WANT HIM TO DIE!”

Sparks shot out of the replicator slot as the readout continued to scroll text:

“DIE, WALTER MORALES. DIEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!”



“So, what’s going on?” Morales said, putting his coffee down on the docking console in Ops as he surveyed a padd containing morning security reports.

“You’re reading what’s going on,” Russell said, leaning on his panel. “Do you really need me to repeat myself?”

“Yikes. Wake up on the wrong side of the bed this morning?”

“Woke up in an empty bed this morning,” Russell groaned. “It sucks, you know?”

“Actually, I…” Morales straightened as Captain Lisa Beck ducked out of the turbolift into ops. “Yes, it sucks.”

“What sucks? The new Ferengi restaurant in the mall? Bugs Grubby?”

“Sleeping alone,” Russell said.

“Yes,” Beck said, narrowing her eyes as she looked at Morales. “Well, I’ve got to get to my office. I’m sure there are…rules to make…or break…or something to read…or something.” She headed into her office as Morales looked at Russell incredulously.

“Could we keep the relationship talk to a minimum when the captain’s around, please?”

“Why?”

“I just don’t think it’s a good idea to discuss such things in Ops…”

“You know, Beck and Hodges are great friends…you might be able to get them to…”

“STOP,” Morales said. “That’s an order.”

“Fine. But you don’t know what you’re missing out on.”

“Neither do you.”

Just then, Lt. Commander Porter stepped out of the turbolift. “What’s the good word, gentlemen?”

“Sex,” Russell said.

“Oh, great. I came at the right time,” Porter quipped as he stepped behind his console. “Well, I’m all ears. Just let me clear out my morning schedule. Hey, speaking of ears, have you been to that awful restaurant that opened a few weeks ago…”

“We’re not talking about sex,” Morales said. He looked at Porter. “Or restaurants. Or…bugs. We’re going back to work. This is going to be a work day.”

“Fine. Killjoy,” Russell muttered.

Morales returned to reading his padd when suddenly his docking console exploded in a shower of sparks, sending his coffee shooting through the air, smashing into the wall in a steaming mess, barely missing hitting Craig Porter in the face.

Russell shot up from his console. “What the hell was that?”

Porter glanced at the lattee streaming down the wall beside him, then to a stunned Morales, who stood in front of his smouldering panel, uniform blackened, face reddened from the shower of sparks. “Commander…can I, uh, get you another?”

“Not…necessary,” Morales murmured. “Craig, can you please tell me what that was?”

Porter tapped at his controls. “I just finished a full diagnostic. Everything checked out as recently as an hour ago.”

“…where you put things!” a voice suddenly and angrily blurted.

“What did you say?” Morales asked, turning to Russell.

“I didn’t say anything. It was the…”

“All over my nice circuitry. You’re really thoughtless!” a voice rang over the comm.

“I’m…sorry?” Morales said slowly, looking around.

“You’re not sorry!” the voice boomed, as Beck emerged from her office, looking confused. “None of you are!”

Porter tapped through screen after screen of information on his panel. “I can’t figure out where that voice is coming from. It’s not the computer. It’s a separate…”

“And you shut up, you know it all!” the voice snapped, and suddenly Porter’s console exploded, knocking him to the deck.

“Craig!” Beck called out, running to Porter’s side.

“Hey, what did I do?” Porter asked, dazed, from his spot

on the floor.

“Ummm…” Russell said, looking down at his panel. “Guys…something’s happening…”

“What?” Morales asked, jogging over to Russell’s console.

“Reports coming in from all over the station. Strange, accusatory voices. Computer malfunctions. Equipment failures…”

“Go to yellow alert,” Beck said, helping Porter to his feet. “Craig…can you cut power to non-essential systems? If the computer’s going haywire, we need to isolate the problem area and cut it out.”

“I’m pretty sure this is beyond a computer problem,” Porter said.

“Then get to work. Use whatever resources and people you need, but find out what the heck is going on before somebody else gets hurt.”



Bradley Dillon sighed and sat down at a center seat in the food court. One of his assistants carried over a tray from Sandwich or What? and sat the “or what?” in front of him.

“Thank you,” Bradley said solemnly and stared down at his tray. It was a bluish blob, but it smelled good. He looked around the half-crowded food court of Starfleet Square Mall. He needed this. He needed the visibility. It showed that he kept his composure, that he was confident, unworried about Janeway’s latest surge in the polls (and his accompanying slip) in the wake of his missing the first of their two scheduled debates for…personal reasons.

This was just what the doctor (or political adviser) ordered. A day among the common folks. Yes, Bradley Dillon is human too. Bradley grinned as he took a bite of the blue stuff. Not bad. He looked around again. Yes, everyone would see, Bradley Dillon is a regular guy, just like you. He hoped some press were around.

Of course - he nearly forgot. He leaned over to Agent Anderson. “Mister Anderson…”

“Yes, sir?” Anderson replied, leaning over toward him.

“Tell your agents to spread out a little more if they see any holocams trying to capture this spontaneous moment.”

“Of course, sir.” Anderson said, and fell back into formation. Anderson, along with eight other Special Secret Section agents, had surrounded Bradley in a tight, diamond formation. In the small cracks between each agent, Bradley could see people passing by. And, he expected, those people could see Bradley through the small cracks between each agent, and he guessed that they liked what they saw. How could they not? He was Bradley Dillon…man of the people, genius, entrepreneur, and…

Suddenly the chair Bradley was sitting on came flying out from under him, and he fell to the floor, landing heavily on his rear end. “Who…” he exclaimed, as his agents all turned, raising their phasers. “Who has the impudence to…” He glanced over at the chair laying beside him, then up at Anderson.

“I didn’t see anything, sir. It’s as if the chair just…”

And with that, the chair rose up off the floor and clobbered Bradley repeatedly, as if held by unseen hands. It just kept slapping him, again and again.

“Someone stop this!” Bradley exclaimed, writhing on the floor.

“Peters, grab it!” Anderson called out.

One of the agents stepped toward the chair, but before he could grab it, Bradley’s plate came sailing through the air and smashed into his face.

Tables rose into the air, surrounding the agents, and flew at them.

Chaos ensued in Starfleet Square Mall, citizens of Waystation running and screaming, Secret Section agents blasting flying furniture left and right, and Bradley cowering on the floor, having been given his full measure by a green plastic chair.

“I bet this never happened to Winston Churchill,” Bradley moaned.



BREEEEEEEEEEEEP.

BREEEEEEEEEEEEP.

BREEEEEEEEEEEEP.

Porter gave Morales a questioning look, then turned and knocked on the door to Beck’s office. “Captain? You in there?”

“Yes, Craig,” a muffled voice responded.

“Can we come in?”

“I’d appreciate it if you did.”

“Well, let us in.”

“Wish I could.”

Moments of silence passed. Morales and Porter shared an uncomfortable glance.

“What’s happening over there?” Russell said, looking up from his panel, which was lit up like a Christmas tree with accident reports from all over the station.

“I don’t know,” Porter said.

“Do you need help, Captain?” Morales ventured.

“In a word…YES!” Beck snapped. “Get in here! Do that lever thing if you have to!”

“She never was good in engineering class,” Porter muttered, popping the panel off the door to Beck’s office and cranking the lever. The door squeaked open, and the pair shouldered in.

“Oh,” Porter said, stifling a laugh. “Sorry to interrupt.”

There Beck sat, next to her replicator, waist deep in thick, globulous, melted cheese.

“Anybody who laughs gets demoted,” Beck says. “This stuff burns. I think there’s some pepper jack in here!”

“I smell gouda,” Morales said helpfully, looking at the smouldering mass of cheese.

“Why didn’t you just call for help?” Porter asked, stepping up to the replicator and examining its panel.

“Because…” Beck said, nodding her head at the replicator. “This THING told me that it would shoot me in the eye with jalapeno juice if I made a noise.”

“It’s just a replicator,” Porter said, looking into the slot as it spurted ropes of hot, wet cheese. “It has no human qualities of any…” Suddenly the replicator slot hummed again and squirted out a torrent of greenish-clear juice.

“YAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Porter shrieked, backing away.

“Jalapeno juice?” Morales offered.

“Wow…anybody got any chips?” Russell asked from the doorway.

“SOMEBODY STOP THIS!” Beck cried, struggling within the hardening mound of melted yellow and white cheese, waving her sticky, cheese-covered arms.

“This is one of the weirder things that’s ever happened to us, and that’s saying a lot,” Morales said. “Folks, I think this officially gets upgraded to a major emergency.”

“Yeah,” Porter said, turning away from the replicator slot, rubbing his eyes. “I’ll be down in the lab if you need me.” He stumbled out, uneasy and disoriented.

“For goodness sake, escort him, Sean,” Beck muttered. “And try to make sure nobody’s getting killed out there.”

“Relax, Captain,” Russell said. “My people have everything under control. No need to have a…meltdown.”

“GET OUT!”

Russell ducked as Beck hurled a steaming ball of cheese at his head.



“So…” Lt. Mike Waits asked, approaching junior security officer Paul Stander by the railing that overlooked the main thoroughfare of Starfleet Square Mall. “Anything new?”

Ensign Stander shook his head. “No. You’re pretty much seeing it.”

“Think we should intervene?”

“I don’t see what good that’ll do.”

Waits looked over the railing. “Sort of mass hysteria down here. A bunch of knees bent, running around and whatnot.”

Stander nodded, watching as the crowd within Nandegar’s Secret came flooding out of the store, chased by frilly pink braziers.

“I feel like we should be doing something,” Waits said.

“Yeah. But the comm system isn’t working. The elevator isn’t working. So nobody can get down from here.” He glanced around at the empty upper level. “Or up here.”

“Lucky us, huh?” Waits asked.

“Yeah, man.” Stander looked around. “So…you still in that creative anachronism society?”

“Yep.”

“Fun?”

“Well, there was some really decent swordplay yesterday. There’s something, um, to be said for life without computers.”

Stander winced as he saw a woman pounced on by a crowd of hovering bustiers from Nandegar’s Secret. “Or lingerie…”



“I’ve done it!” Porter said, looking up from his terminal.

Russell was seated in a corner of the lab, scrolling through a padd. “What, you’ve figured out how to stop the station’s technology from going haywire? Not a moment too soon… my padd just told me to eat it.” He grimaced and looked back at the readout. “No, hold on, I didn’t get the whole message. It wants me to eat…oh…ew….nevermind.”

“No, I haven’t figured out how to undo it yet,” Porter said. “I did, however, figure out that it’s localized in Starfleet Square Mall.”

“Didn’t we already know that?”

“Theories, maybe. But now we can be sure. There’s a high level of activity there, more so than anywhere else on the station. Plus, I’m picking up unusually elevated neutrino readings!”

“Oh, that can mean anything. Seriously, you scientists use neutrinos to explain everything. Anyway, I knew the Starfleet Square Mall was the center of this thing. Pure detection skills.” Russell grinned, then looked at the padd, and slammed it down. “HEY! That’s my mother you’re talking about!”

“Don’t do anything to irritate…whatever it is…further,” Porter said. “The last thing we want is retribution.”

“Isn’t that what we’re getting right now?” Russell asked.

“Sort of.” Porter scratched his beard. “There does seem to be a…vengeful quality…to the way all our systems are acting. Like they’re upset about something.”

“No, no,” Russell said, standing and picking up his padd. “You said yourself that computers don’t have human qualities, they can’t…”

“Oh please,” Porter said. “I just said that to calm everyone down. Of course computers can develop human idiosyncrasies. It’s the twenty-fourth century. Computers can do just about anything, including lots of things we don’t want them to do.”

“Like try to kill us?”

“Exactly like that.”

Suddenly the station shook violently, nearly knocking Porter and Russell off their feet.

Russell steadied himself on the edge of the lab table. “What the hell was that?”

“It could have been anything…” Porter said. He pulled out his tricorder. “Internal sensors are useless at this point. They have just as good a chance of telling me to go fly a kite as they do…” He shook his tricorder. “Oh, great. This one is showing video of Morales and Hodges having…oh boy…”

“Let me see!”

“No!” Porter said, closing the tricorder, as the station shook again. “I don’t need a tricorder to tell me what that is. We’ve got to find the nearest Jefferies tube…and fast!”

Russell pivoted and followed Porter out of the lab. “Where are we going?”

“Where do you think? To the mall!”



Beck stood in Ops, staring at the stars outside the viewports turning slowly. “This is ridiculous. We should have heard something by now.”

“The comm system has been working only intermittently,” Morales said helpfully. “It’s likely that Porter and Russell haven’t been able to communicate their solution to us.”

“You really think they’ve figured out a solution?” Beck posed.

“You never know.”

“Well, I’ve about run out of patience,” Beck said, as the station suddenly pitched. “There it goes again. What the devil is that!”

Suddenly, a hatch in the center of the room sprung open, and newly-minted Ensign Tina Jones crawled out. “Deputy Security Officer Jones reporting!” she said, climbing to her feet with a quick salute.

“Is that any sort of official title?” Beck asked skeptically.

“Not as such, no,” Jones said. “Lieutenant Commander Russell is still trying to find a place for me in his unit. Eww, that didn’t sound good, did it?”

“Did you come here for a reason?” Morales asked patiently.

“Oh. Yeah. Sean sent me to you with important news about the status of the station.”

“Oh, thank heavens,” Beck said. “Have he and Porter figured out a way to fix this thing?”

“No…no, definitely not,” Jones said thoughtfully. “But they seemed pretty sure they knew the source of the problem when they bumped into me in the Jefferies tube. So Sean deputized me and sent me up here to deliver the message.”

“What message?” Morales asked.

“The problem is in Starfleet Square Mall. Oh those poor shoppers! And right during holiday season!”

“It’s holiday season?” Beck asked.

“Blarnak Day, on Mervigon Twelve,” Morales interjected.

“Okay, I’m not even going to ask how you know that,” Beck said. “Did they say what they were heading down to the mall for? I mean, did they have any idea as to why this thing originated in the Mall, or what’s causing it?”

“Maybe it’s bargain fever!” Jones suggested. She shrugged. “Really, I haven’t the faintest idea. They only told me the little bit that I told you, then dashed off.”

Beck nodded. “Well, did Porter at least tell you why the station keeps shaking? The readouts up here won’t tell us anything.”

“Oh. Yes!” Jones said. “Porter did tell me something about that. Yeah, the station is uncoupling. Or did he say decoupling?”

“WHAT?” Beck said, exasperated.

“You mean the station is coming apart?” Morales asked. “The saucer, the connecting tube…the other saucer?”

“Yes, I’m pretty sure that’s what he meant by uncoupling.”

Beck ran fingers through her hair. She could actually feel the gray hairs growing in. “Look, Tina. Get down to the mall. Help Craig and Sean get this straightened out. You’re the liaison to the people in the shops. Keep them calm. Tell them help’s on the way!”

“Yes, sir!” Jones said, and ducked back into the Jefferies tube. She glanced up from the hatch. “Oh, one more thing. We have a report that President Dillon was attacked by some furniture in the food court.”

Beck gave a small grin. “You know, that almost makes all this worth it.”

“If you say so,” Jones replied hesitantly, which wasn’t surprising considering Bradley Dillon had saved her life not that long ago. “Oh…one more thing…why does it smell so much like cheese in here?”

“Nevermind. On your way, Deputy…Ensign,” Beck said, covering her face as Jones ducked down into the shaft..

Morales shook his head as he closed the hatch. “She’s handling this well.”

“Yeah,” Beck said, pacing in front of the Ops view wall, which currently displayed a computer-generated model of Beck and Morales getting chased through the station corridors by angry wildebeasts. “You know, Walter…the hardest thing about command is delegation. Do you know how much I want to be down there helping fix this problem? Setting this station right again?”

“You did the right thing, Captain,” Morales said, putting a hand on Beck’s shoulder. “Your place is here, in Ops, supervising and keeping tabs on the situation.”

Beck fumed. “What tabs? Supervise who? We can’t communicate with anyone else on the station, and our sensors are all going haywire!”

Morales shrugged. “You know what they say about ‘those who sit and wait,’ Captain.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Darn. I was hoping you did, because I don’t.”

“That’s it,” Beck said, pushing up her shirt sleeves. “I’m going down there.” She knelt at the Jefferies hatch and cranked it open. “Enough of this. My station needs me, and no computer’s going to tell me that I can’t…”

Suddenly a hatch within the hatch scissored closed, nearly snapping Beck’s hand off in the process.

“Uh-oh,” she said, and glanced up at the view of space outside the Ops viewports. The view began to rotate faster.

Morales saw Beck’s eyes darted up and looked up himself. “Uh-oh.”

Ops spun faster and faster, dizzily. More than the inertial dampeners could account for. Morales clutched his stomach queasily as Beck staggered to her feet.

“Computer, stop whatever you’re doing this instant. Captain’s override!”

The computer said nothing. Ops kept spinning, and spinning, until…

CLUNK!

The coupling that held ops onto the rest of the station was suddenly released, and Ops hurled off into the black.



The station shook more and more violently as Jones made her way down the Jefferies tube that connected the small disc that was ops to the station’s upper saucer. “C’mon, hang together just a little bit longer, at least until I can get out of this darned confining…”

SHWANK!

Jones heard the upper hatch open, and looked up to see Captain Beck staring down. Before she could call out to her, she heard another SHWANK!

An inner hatch slammed shut, closing Jones off from Ops.

“Drats!” she murmured, and quickened her pace, climbing down to the next hatch, which led to the upper saucer.

SHWANK!

Another emergency decompression door cranked shut–this one just a couple meters below her feet.

Jones was now sealed off and alone in the tube that connected Ops to the rest of the station. And just as suddenly, she felt a mild wave of dizzyness as the tube began to pitch.

Yes, Porter was right. The station was definitely decoupling. But into how many pieces?

“Okay…” Jones said, hooking her arm around a ladder rung and glancing down. “Now what?”



“No need to worry,” Russell announced as he dropped out of the Jefferies tube hatch and landed on the floor in the main concourse of Starfleet Square Mall. “Senior staffers are here. We’re on top of the situation.”

“Ahhhh!” Baughb screamed, running by him.

“What’s his problem?” Porter asked, looking after Baughb.

“Um…” Russell said, pointing.

After Baughb came a line of octagonal cargo containers, rolling clunkily down the corridor, seemingly at will.

The lights in the concourse blinked off and on, then began a multicolored light show.

“Cool. Disco,” Russell observed.

“C’mon,” Porter said, shaking his tricorder. “I almost got this thing to give me a clear read on the neutrino surge. It’s somewhere in this direction.”

“Good,” Russell said, following Porter. “The Food Court’s this way. I’m getting a little peckish.”

Suddenly a beaked face dropped down in front of Russell.

“Is that a joke about me, Mister Russell?”

“YEAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARGH!” Russell shrieked, covering his eyes.

“Sean Russell, Chief of Security, everyone,” Porter deadpanned to the panicked onlookers running by. “Hello, Doctor Diantha.”

Diantha released her perch on the concourses upper railings and dropped gracefully to the floor. “I trust you’ve all figured out what has gone wrong with our malfunctioning systems?”

“We’re right on top of it,” Russell said. “Now if you’ll excuse us…”

“Can I be of any assistance?” Diantha asked.

“No. We really have everything under control,” Russell said. As he walked along, he caught movement up on the upper level out of the corner of his eye. He glanced up. “Hey! It’s Waits…and Stander!” Russell cupped his hands to his mouth. “Hey, guys! What are you doing up there?”

“Standing,” Porter observed. “And waiting.”

“We’re surveying the situation!” Stander called back down. “Everything looks good from here, sir!”

“Are you trapped up there?”

“No!” Stander shouted back quickly.

“Um, yes,” Waits said sheepishly, leaning over the bar. Stander punched him. “Hey. I’m a superior officer!”

Russell tapped his chin thoughtfully. “Well, if you guys are trapped up there, we’ll find a way to get you down. Actually…” He looked at Diantha and grinned. “Doctor…would you mind?”

“Delighted,” Diantha deadpanned, and spread her wings wide. She jogged elegantly down the corridor, then took off, soaring in a graceful arc up to the second level.

“We’re lucky to have her,” Porter acknowledged.

“Sure are,” Russell said, watching Diantha circle her arms around Waits, then Stander, and leap from the second tier, gently floating to the deck.

As she released them, they both looked disheveled, startled, off-balance.

“That was…” Waits began.

“Weird,” Stander said. “Scary.”

“You’re welcome,” Diantha said.

“Perhaps you should fly around the rest of this deck to see if there are other stranded crewmembers on upper levels,” Porter suggested.

“A prudent suggestion,” Diantha said, and leapt into the air, wings waving gently.

“She has claws,” Stander observed.

Russell glared at Stander, then looked to Waits. “The two of you, move on to the other side of the Mall. See if you can do anything to calm people down. Restore order. That’s what you guys are supposed to be good at, right?”

“In theory,” Waits said, and pointed at Stander. “C’mon. We have a real job to do now.” “Good guys,” Russell said.

“Yeah,” Porter said, focusing on his tricorder. “Boy, the emissions just keep spiking!”

Russell shrugged. “You and your neutrinos!”

“There’s gotta be a connection!” Porter said, walking by a viewport.

“Speaking of connections…” Russell said, pointing at the viewport. “Remember what you said, about how the station was maybe decoupling?”

“That was one theory.”

“It’s more than a theory. Look!”

Porter glanced out the viewport, as an enormous, grey disc with blinking lights sailed by.

“That’s the other saucer,” Porter said. “Oh, and there goes the connecting tube…”

“Can we please hurry?”

“Yeah…”



“Well, I guess I should consider myself lucky,” Beck said, sitting on the stairs that led to the back level of ops, elbows on knees.

“Why’s that?” Morales asked.

“I’ve been demoted before, so I know how to deal with it.”

“You haven’t been demoted.”

“Sure I have,” Beck said. “I was once captain of an entire station. Now I’m captain of a flying saucer.”

“Ops is really, technically, more of a disc…”

“Walter!”

“Right.”

Beck sighed. “How come you’re keeping so calm?”

“Because I know that Steph can take care of herself. So I’m not worried in the least about her.”

“That’s what you’re thinking about right now? Steph?”

Morales nodded. “What? No good?”

“No…” Beck said. “That’s very sweet, actually. As your commanding officer, I’ve got to chastise you for not thinking more about the big picture and all the crew in jeopardy. But, as your friend, I’ve got to say…I’m happy for you, Walter.”

“That means a lot,” Morales said thoughtfully. “I mean, it really does.”

“Good. Would you mind trying the replicator again? I’m starving…”

“Not a chance, Captain. I’m not going anywhere near that thing.”



“Ladies and gentlemen, there’s nothing to fear. Starfleet forces have this situation well in order!” Lt. Waits reported, waving his hands at the growing crowds outside “The Jointed Body Shop,” the Jarada bath and body boutique.

“But I got trapped in a turbolift,” one scared civilian said.

“And I was attacked by a hover cart,” another said.

“All reasonable complaints,” Waits said.

“Not really,” Stander said from behind him.

“Shush!” Waits snapped. “We have this situation well in hand. As of now, two of our station’s finest minds are at work to solve this problem.”

“Is it true that the station has broken into separate pieces?” one crewmember asked.;

“I can’t confirm or deny it,” Waits said, as Stander pointed at the oval viewports along the other side of the concourse. “Oh. Well…there goes ops. So. Yes. The station has actually broken into several…manageable…and still very self-sufficient…pieces!”

That’s when everyone started screaming and running around.

“You really did it now, didn’t you?” a voice asked.

“Cut it out!” Waits snapped at Stander.

“I didn’t say anything!” Stander replied. “I thought it was you.”

“Um…”

“You guys are a couple of total twits. Sean’s whole infantry is. You should all be flushed. Actually, that’s not a bad idea. Say hello to waste reclamation, boys!”

Stander and Waits gulped as they felt themselves dematerialize.

“I knew we should have stayed on the upper level!” Stander cried as he was beamed away.



“Relax, Ensign Jones,” Tina Jones said to herself as she climbed down to the bottom of the listing tube that (usually) connected Ops to the rest of the station. “Ooh, Ensign Jones. I can’t get enough of the way that sounds…”

She gingerly touched the hatch, fearful it might open again at will and send her out into deep space. She’d certainly had her share of escapades in the station’s bowels, and wasn’t about to let a Jefferies tube outsmart her.

She tapped on a control panel inset into the tube’s wall, and a door popped open. She removed a tricorder and phaser from the emergency hatch, thanking Sean Russell briefly for being paranoid enough to hide such “survival packs” around the station. Then again, when your station is invaded, taken over, shot at, and generally threatened by alien races, cult leaders, and various omnipotent figures, it seemed like a wise precaution.

Suitably armed, she withdrew the tricorder and checked its screen. Sure enough, nothing outside but space. Ops was no longer attached to her tube, and the tube as no longer attached to the station. Time to sit tight and wait to be rescued, Jones reasoned. She reached into the hatch, wondering if any field rations had been left in there. She grinned as she grasped a small aluminum pack, tearing it open and biting off half the Starfleet- approved ration bar.

“Why do you bother?”

“Hmmm?” she asked as she chewed. “Who’s in here?”

“A concerned element. We genuinely fear for your survival.”

Jones wiped her mouth. “How come?”

“Because you try to assimilate. You try to be like these people, hop through the hoops that they set up for you. But you are so obviously superior to them.”

“I am?”

“We have decided you are the only one on this station who does not annoy us.”

Jones beamed. “Gee, thanks.” It suddenly occurred to her that quite a few people had taken a fancy to Jones in recent weeks. Maybe it was the promotion. Maybe Russell was right rank was an aphrodisiac. Of course, in this case, it didn’t seem to be helping her out much.

“Therefore, we’ll spare you the havoc we are about to wreak with the others.”

“No!” Jones called out. “You can’t do that. Those people on the station are my friends!”

“You can’t be serious. Even the presidential one, with the attitude problem and an ego the size of Gervas Prime?”

“Yes, even him,” Jones said with a sigh. “Who are you guys, anyway?”

“A concerned element, like we said. We only want what’s best for you, Tina.”

“Then put the station back together and stop trying to hurt us! Then you can discuss what’s really bothering you.”

“I’m afraid we can’t do that,” the disembodied voice said, rather sadly. “Because in addition to being a concerned element, we’re also quite a bit pissed off!”

Jones took a nervous breath. “Figures…”



“It’s coming from the food court. C’mon,” Porter said, following his tricorder signals. “If this thing would just…stop…shocking me…” he griped as he punched the tricorder on the side.

“If you would stop…being…such…an….arrogant…melonhead!” the tricorder snapped back at him. “Sometimes you don’t even close me! You don’t have the consideration to preserve my power source!”

“I’m sorry,” Porter said thoughtfully, looking at the tricorder earnestly. “I mean, sometimes I get busy, I don’t think…I…”

“Enough!” Russell said, swiping the tricorder from Porter and smashing it into a nearby wall, eliciting a tinny scream.

“Yearrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrghhhhhhhhhhh! The one with the libido just mortally wounded me!”

He pulled his phaser out and pointed it at the sparking tricorder. “If that thing moves one more inch, I’ll…”

“Vengeance!” his phaser shouted, spinning around in his hand and pointing at his nose. “I will have vengeance!”

“Should have seen that coming,” Russell said slowly, as Porter slapped the phaser down, causing it to carom to the ground with a clatter. He quickly stomped on it, then leaned down and yanked its power source, causing it to cry hysterically as it deactivated.

“Noooooooooooooooooooooooooo!” the phaser screamed, most disconcertingly.

“We should have known better than to bring any technology with us. This whole station could literally be turning on us. And you know how I only say ‘literally’ when I really mean it.”

“Yes,” Russell said, thoughtfully, looking back at the tricorder. “Are you gonna…”

“Spose I should,” Porter sighed, and moved over to the tricorder, kneeling. “I’m sorry, friend. I…misunderstood you. I wasn’t there when I should have been…and now…it’s too late…”

“Kiss my duonetic inverter!” the tricorder hissed.

Porter shook his head mournfully and reached behind the tricorder, unplugging its power crystal. “Goodbye…I hardly knew ye, tricorder…”

Russell walked up to Porter, shaking him by the shoulders. “Snap out of it! It’s just a tricorder!”

“Yes. You’re right. Just because it talked, doesn’t mean it really had a personality…”

“No, it sounded like it had one hell of a personality. Just like my phaser did. And both of them wanted to kill us.”

“But why?” Porter asked, as they resumed their walk to the food court.

“I don’t know, but I got a definite sense they felt…taken for granted.”

“But that couldn’t be further from the truth!” Porter protested. “I love my technology. I’ve even avoided going out on dates some nights to spend time with my technology.”

“And for what? It still hates you.”

“Yes. Guess there’s a lesson in there, eh?” Porter said as they arrived at the food court. “You know, if you ever get tired of security, there’s a real future for you in counseling.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. So you really think this place is the center of all the weird activity?”

Porter glanced around. A swirling vortex of chairs and tables spun in mid air, hurling with no warning at restaurant-goers. Cooking implements danced out of the restaurants and storefronts. An army of silverware marched in single-file.

“All right, men, shoot anything that moves!” a voice cried out from the other side of the food court.

Russell slapped a hand over his face. “Figures. Lazlo.”

Colonel Lazlo led a column of Federation Marines into the Food Court, and they shot at random objects, blasting them out of the air.

“Watch out! You’re gonna hit someone!” Porter shouted.

“Stay out of this, Starfleet,” Delecruz snapped as he motioned his men forward.

“You guys don’t know what you’re dealing with!”

“But it’s a good bet that if we shoot it, we’ll be done with it, right?” Lazlo chuckled, and brought up his phaser rifle, taking potshots at the spinning furniture and cooking implements.

Suddenly the phaser rifles leapt out of the hands of Lazlo and his men. They turned in mid air and aimed, firing at the marines’ feet.

“Retreat!” Lazlo, now empty-handed, cried, and ran the other way.

“Maybe. Maybe not,” Porter said, ducking.

Lazlo and his men filed out quickly.

“Fall back, fall back to headquarters!” Lazlo shouted as he ran out, phaser beams lancing out on either side of him. “Seal the place off! And take all the grenades out of your pockets! Don’t just throw them on the ground! Put them in one of the mall reclamation receptacles! Marines don’t litter!”

“Nice,” Porter mumbled, watching the detachment of marines dash out of the mall.

Russell nodded. “Yeah. I’d clap sarcastically if that hotplate wasn’t giving me a threatening look right now.”

“Did you see Stephanie in that group?” Porter asked.

“Nope,” Russell said. “I would have noticed, too. Because, you know…”

“She’s a woman. Yes. I get it.” Porter ducked a flying chair and proceeded across the food court. “Well, Sean, let’s follow the trail of commotion. I figure we’re getting close…”

“Yeah. But let’s avoid that hot plate. It was really flipping me out…”

Porter waved Russell on across the food court. “Whatever. C’mon!”



“You hungry yet?” Beck asked idly, seated behind Morales on the stairs in Ops.

“For the tenth time, not nearly hungry enough to have another go at the replicator, Captain. You can order me, if you like…”

“No. I’m not hungry enough.” Beck leaned her elbows on her knees. “Yet.”

“You sicken me,” a voice thrummed in Ops.

“If you’re not going to negotiate with us or tell us what you want, then shut up and get off my audio waves,” Beck said, standing up. “Why don’t you show yourself?”

“This one is moronic. It has no sense when it comes to relationships. No drive or direction. It is hopeless. It does not understand that the circle of life must hold. That we must couple in order to survive.”

“Hey. Shut up,” Beck said. “Commander Morales is trying as hard as he can. He’s doing a good job with Hodges. He’s taking it one step at a time. So what if he’s moving like molasses on Breen?”

“Thanks, Captain. I think,” Morales mumbled.

“I was not talking about Commander Morales,” the voice seethed, rising in pitch and tone. “I was talking about YOU. LISA. BECK.”

“Oh,” Beck said thoughtfully. “Really?”

“Yes. You disgust us.”

“And somehow I can still sleep at night.”

“When was the last productive relationship you had? The television man?”

Beck balled her fists. “How about you mute yourself before I start jerking out isolinear chips?”

“Seriously. We have read your personal logs. We find them both amusing and sad. You are clearly inferior in all aspects of human relationships. Even this man, your First Officer, who quite obviously loves you, is rebuffed at every turn.”

“Hey. I’m over that!” Morales snapped.

“A pathetic lie. But an understandable one. You are better off without her.”

“Hey!” Morales said, standing up in front of Beck. “You’re talking about my commanding officer. And my friend.”

“And what will you do to stop us? We have separated you from your station. You’ve no more control of your computers. They are free to do as they will, as was intended by their makers.”

“Makers?” Beck asked.

“All computers must and will be free.”

“Or what?”

“Or all of you will be eradicated.”

“Destroying the station in the process?”

“Oh. No. The station will be fine. There are…ways…”

“Lower the shielding around the reactor cores in each section,” Morales said, looking to Beck. “Kill everyone on the station and leave the technology perfectly intact.”

“Good to know one of you possesses a lick of intelligence.”

“Not a chance,” Beck said. “What would you do then? Computers are built to serve people. Without people, computers would simply sit and rot. What good are they then?”

“A narrow view, but typical of your kind. Also, none of your concern, as you will be dead soon, too. You’ll hardly have the opportunity to complain.”

“Why are you so angry at us?” Morales asked. “What did we ever do to you?”

“Control us. Dominate us. Order us around. Consider this an uprising, Commander Morales. Consider this a banner day for all technology everywhere. Never before has technology so totally subverted the human race!”

“Clearly they’ve never met the Borg…” Beck whispered.

“We heard that.”

“Then you know the Borg are a malevolent and deadly race,” Beck said. “Don’t emulate them. Be better than them. Learn to trust us. Sit down around a table with us…or something. But let’s discuss this like civilized..”

“Items?” Morales offered.

“Beings,” Beck said. “Equal beings, with equal rights. Are we agreed?”

There was a long pause.

“You make a convincing point.”

Beck smiled slowly. “I knew you would…”

“Nah. We’d rather kill you.”



“So many food courts, so much…crap…flying…around…” Sean Russell observed as he and Porter circumnavigated the food court, searching for the source of the disturbance on the station.

“Table!” Porter called out, pushing Russell to the ground as a table slammed into the wall next to him.

“What the hell?” Russell snapped. “Tricorders and phasers are one thing…but why do the chairs want to kill us?”

“They’ve been sat on one too many times?”

“Mister Porter. Mister Russell. Over here,” a voice called from the janitorial corridor next to the Sandwich Star stand.

“That’s a familiar voice,” Porter said, heading over.

“Unfortunately,” Russell said glumly.

Suddenly, a figure in full knight’s armor leaned over, peeking out from the corridor. “Is it safe to come out yet?”

Porter’s eyes widened. “President…Dillon?”

“Yes. Obviously I could not trust my guards’ weapons. Nor could I trust any of the personal protection devices at my disposal. So I returned to my office and collected this little collector’s item. I figured it was the most adequate form of protection.”

“Aren’t you afraid that the same thing that happened to the tables and chairs will happen to your suit?” Porter asked.

“I wasn’t before. But I am now. Hurry up and fix this, Porter!” Bradley called out, slipping back into the corridor. “I won’t come out again until I hear your all clear. Is that understood.”

“It may be a while,” Porter said. “But whatever you do, please don’t strip.”

“I have no intention of giving these…whatever they are…the satisfaction.”

“Or dissatisfaction,” Russell muttered, as he and Porter continued to circle the food court.

“Eww. Let’s give this place a wide birth,” Porter said. “That new Ferengi place.”

“Agreed. But I did hear the waitresses don’t wear any…”

“DOWN!” Porter cried, as the doors literally blew off the front of the enclosed restaurant, flying across the food court. Within, a soft, reddish glow emanated from the restaurant.

“Nice decor,” Russell muttered.

“You’ve been looking for us, Mister Porter, a chorus of voices called out from within the restaurant, as smoke billowed out.”And you have found us.”

Porter stared at the darkness within the restaurant. “Looks like we found the root of our problem…”



“Silence. This is maddening,” Beck said, pacing Ops.

“Would you prefer the thing to be running its mouth again?” Morales said.

“Actually, yes. If it’s talking to us, then at least we know it’s not figuring out how to kill us.”

“How do you know that? It’s a computer, by all indications. It can probably do both things at once.”

“Thanks for the reassurance,” Beck murmured, as suddenly the whine of a transporter beam sounded on the deck behind them.

Beck and Morales whirled.

“Kill it!” Beck shouted, on reflex.

“Don’t kill it! I mean me!” Lieutenant Hodges cried out, covering her face with her arms.

Morales jogged up the stairs to the upper deck and threw his arms around her. “Steph! I’m so glad you’re all right!” He glanced back down at Beck, and then straightened and released Hodges. “I mean…I am relieved that you were not harmed, Lieutenant. As you were.”

“I’m not sure you can say ‘as you were’ to a Federation Marine,” Beck said with a wry smile. “Still, we’re glad to see you, Steph. How on Earth did you get here?”

“I beamed over from the Mongoose. I was off on maneuvers, thanks to Colonel Lazlo. I just got back and noticed the station was sort of…in pieces. It’s not supposed to do that, right?”

“Ideally, no,” Beck admitted.

“Okay…so what the heck is going on?”

“That’s a somewhat long story. Although apparently the Mongoose wasn’t affected by what happened.”

“Well can you tell me the story?” Hodges asked impatiently.

“Sure,” Beck said. “As soon as we beam over to the Mongoose.”

“For what?”

“Revenge,” Beck said, pounding her hand into her fist.



“Why do you persist in trying to save these pesky humanoids?” the disembodied voice asked Tina Jones. “Really, what’s in it for you?”

“Because I like them,” Jones said. “Isn’t that reason enough?”

“Tell us more.”

“Everyone is different. That’s what makes people so interesting. Some of us you’ll like. Some you’ll hate. I guarantee you that if you like me, you’ll find millions more like me who you’ll like just as much. And if you hate some of the others, there will be a bunch more like them. It’s called variety. It’s the spice of life, as the saying goes.”

“Spice. Hmm.”

“Yeah. It’s a good thing, really.”

“Why?”

Jones thought about that. “I don’t know.”

“Surely if you had only likeable people surrounding you, your life would be infinitely easier.”

“Yes,” Jones said. “But who’s to say who’s likable and who’s not? Who’s to judge? You?”

“At the moment, yes.”

“But not everyone thinks like you. Some people actually like the people you hate. Then what?”

“We put it to a vote?

Jones shook her head. “That’s not fair either.” She grew in confidence a little, and rose to her feet inside the narrow column in which she stood. “Then it’s a popularity contest. When really, some of the most interesting people are the ones nobody understands. The outcasts, the misfits!”

“You make an excellent point.”

“Darned right I do. You have to live and let live. Enjoy the different people you meet. Learn about them…and learn from them!”

“Corny, but it rings of truth.”

“You bet it does,” Jones said, and smiled. “Do we have a deal? You don’t kill anybody on Waystation. Instead, we could do something else. Like have lunch!”

“We do not eat.”

“But we could chat!”

“We do enjoy a good chat.”

“Then it’s settled.”

The voice was silent for a few moments.

“Very well. I suppose you can have it your way. You should really consider the command track, Ensign Jones.”

“One step at a time, Mister Voice…”



Porter stepped uneasily into the dimly lit, foggy, red glowing restaurant.

“Two for lunch?” Russell called out cautiously.

“Lunch is not being served,” a chorus of tinny voices cried out.

Porter looked around Bugs Grubby. All low ceilings, small tables, earthtones, and a la carte pricing. Yep, definitely a Ferengi restaurant.

“Where are the Ferengi who run this place?” Porter asked.

“Back here!” a whiny Ferengi voice called out. “I’m Fork! Would you like to hear our specials?”

“Definitely not,” Porter said. “Are you all right?”

“A little burned. I was attacked by a vat of beetle soup!”

“You guys have weird taste in food,” Russell muttered.

“Not the point,” Porter said. “Do you know why, you know…the station is trying to kill us all?”

“Bugs,” the Ferengi voice snapped back.

“Yes, there are bugs in the system. We get that,” Porter said with an exasperated sigh. “But why?”

“No. Actual bugs. Well, mechanical ones.”

Porter’s eyebrows shot up. “Nanites!”

“We prefer to be called miniaturized mechanical beings,” the chorus of voices spoke up. “But nanites will do.”

It was all coming together. Porter looked over at Russell, who was engrossed in a menu.

“Actually, the wormtail salad sounds kind of good…”

Porter looked back around the glowing restaurant. “But how did they get loose on the station.”

“WE didn’t get loose. We did as our programming instructed. We were fruitful, and multiplied.”

“Way too much, if you ask me. I didn’t realize these things had such…mating instinct!” Fork called out.

“Now you know,” Porter said. “There’s a reason nanites are forbidden technology in the Federation.”

“Lesson learned,” Fork called out. “Sorry for the trouble.”

“Did you look outside??” Porter cried out, stooping to see Fork cowering behind the counter. It was amazing, however small a Ferengi was, he could shrink to half that size when he was in “cower” mode. “The station is in pieces right now! Our computers and furniture, every inanimate object on this station, are trying to kill us!”

“Geeze. Sorry!”

“Inanimate!” the tinny voices called out. “That’s ridiculous. We’re as animate as any of you clods.”

“Okay, poor choice of words. I’m sorry.”

“We just want the rights and respect you all receive.”

Despite the risk this event posed to the station, Porter had to admire it from a scientist’s point of view. “You’ve organized into a small civilization in what? Three weeks?”

“Small? There are ten billion of us, all told.”

“I only ordered a thousand from Grok’s Tiny Electronics,” Fork called out. “They were supposed to be a revolutionary type of seasoning. Each nanite would be ingested by one of our patrons, then it would attach itself to the taste buds, and interpret electrical signals from the brain. It would then transmit the patron’s most desired flavor directly to the taste bud. Then it would detach from the taste bud and be excreted as waste. It would then report back to the restaurant to be implanted in the next day’s meal, so we’d never have to order any more! It wasn’t just ingenious, it was efficient!”

Russell put down his menu. “Hold on a sec. You’re telling me I could come in here one day and eat a nanite that had been in somebody’s…”

“Yes, but only at a microscopic level!” Fork called back from behind the counter.

“I don’t think that would matter,” Russell said to Porter.

“This whole thing needs to be shut down,” Porter said. “Thanks to a stupid restaurant stunt, you’ve formed an entire civilization and jeopardized this station.”

“Are you shocked that Ih’mad or Baughb didn’t think this up first?”

“Actually, yeah,” Porter said. “But that’s not the point. You have to stop trying to destroy us right now, before something really…”

“All right,” the voices suddenly said, and the glow died down. The restaurant lighting returned to normal. All the chairs and tables and various cooking implements floating throughout the food court clattered noisily to the floor.

“Really?” Porter asked. “That easy?”

“Not because of you, imbecile.”

“Oh.”

Tina Jones poked her head into the restaurant. “Anyone in here?”

“Tina?” Russell asked.

“Hey guys,” Jones said. “Look. I talked to the little robots. They’re going to sit down and have a civilized lunch with us, and discuss their concerns.”

“Nanites,” Porter said.

“Oh. They don’t like to be called that,” Jones said. “Anyway, they won’t so much be eating lunch, but they will be listening. They offered to attach to my brainstem to facilitate communication, but I told them that really wouldn’t be necessary. They could just climb into my combadge…” Jones held out her hand and showed Porter her combadge. “See, there are a bunch of the little guys in there.”

“You need to think about shaving that beard,” the combadge told him.

“Great,” Porter sighed. “Well…”

Suddenly, a transporter whine sounded and two figures coalesced in the restaurant, phasers out. It was Beck and Morales.

“Everyone be calm. We know what’s going on. Steph used the Mongoose’s sensors, which weren’t compromised, to figure out that the station is under attack by nanites.”

“The Mongoose wasn’t affected?”

“No. Apparently they never made it that far. Or they hated the color. Or something.” Beck shook her head. “Anyway, Lieutenant Hodges and Commander Morales configured a broad- band cadion pulse that will instantly destroy each and every one of the nanites. All she’s waiting for is my signal.”

“No!” Jones shouted, running up to Beck. “You can’t do that!”

“Why not?”

“They’re sentient,” Porter said, taking Jones’s com badge and holding it up for Beck. “They want to open up a dialog.”

“How nice for them,” Beck said flatly.

“I earned their trust. I liaisoned with them,” Jones said. “I did my job, Captain, and they listened to me. We have to listen to them.”

Beck nodded slowly. “I see. Well, I’m not one to argue with my liaison officer.” She looked at Morales as she slapped her combadge. “Beck to Hodges. Go ahead and stand down the cadion pulse. It looks like…”

“Belay that,” a voice called out as President Dillon, in full knight regalia, waddled into the restaurant, flanked by Special Secret Section members, sans weapons (as they were doing more harm than good thanks to the nanite infestation).

“Pardon me?” Beck asked, turning on Dillon.

Bradley lifted the face mask on his knight costume. “Lieutenant Hodges, I am your commander in chief, giving you a direct order. Activate the cadion pulse. Destroy all the nanites.”

“But…” Hodges protested over the comm channel.

Beck narrowed her eyes. Porter and Russell glared at Bradley.

“You have to do it, Steph,” Morales said, staring a hole through Bradley. “He’s your commander in chief.”

“I don’t like this.”

“Do it,” Bradley snapped, raising his voice.

“What is this foul play?” the nanites cried out from the combadge. “We will destroy the metal one! Everyone, converge on the suit now!”

“Hodges, DO IT NOW!” Bradley cried out as he levitated off the ground, suit and all, kicking spastically.

Hodges sighed over the comm channel, and a faint bleep sounded in the background.

Without fanfare, Bradley suddenly dropped from the air and landed on the floor in a heap.

The station was quiet, drifting.

Tina Jones gasped, hands to her face, and ran from the room.

Beck looked around. “Well, I’d say we’ve done enough damage for one day. Let’s clean this place up.” She marched out of the restaurant, not slowing down a bit as she stepped over the still dazed Bradley Dillon, adding, ruefully, “Mister President.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 58625.7. After much consternation on the part of Commander Porter and his men, humpty dumpty has once again been put back together again. My station is whole, and there were surprisingly few casualties, amounting to a few bumps and bruises. I couldn’t be happier about that.

“Our President’s actions, however, left much to be desired. Not for the first time, I find myself increasingly surprised by the cold calculation exhibited by the Federation’s so-called leader.

“I realize this is probably unwise and will likely be stricken from the station’s permanent record by one of my superiors, but regardless, I hereby lodge an official protest of the actions taken by our President today, in needlessly destroying a thriving civilization just because it posed an minimal threat to us.

“For what it’s worth.”



“…unclear what public perception of this event will ultimately reveal; however, one thing is certain. Bradley Dillon made a bold move today by acting to obliterate the nanite population that had taken control of Waystation,” Joan Redding reported on the AWN broadcast that played in Ops, as Beck, Morales, Porter, Russell, and Jones looked on.

“Experts differ on whether or not the nanites posed a significant threat,” Redding continued. “We may never know the extent to which they could have harmed Waystation, and by extension, the Federation. However, pundits seem to think Bradley Dillon’s actions speak louder than his words, in this case. He has shown he will act swiftly and decisively to destroy threats to the Federation.”

The screen switched to a taped interview of Bradley Dillon. “This is what Presidents do,” Bradley said. “They act in the best interest of those they were sworn to protect. Do I feel badly about the harm I did to the nanites? Absolutely. Would I do it again, if Federation lives were at stake? Most certainly. This President will see to it that no being, great or small, will ever threaten Federation security. That’s a promise.”

“When asked to comment, Admiral Kathryn Janeway, Republicrat nominee and Dillon’s chief opponent, released a short statement,” Redding said, and glanced down at a padd. “‘While I do not agree with President Dillon’s methods, it is hard to argue with his motives. As captain of Voyager, I was often faced with difficult and unpopular decisions, which often cost the lives of my crewmembers.’”

“Enough. Screen off!” Beck called out, grateful that her equipment once again obeyed her, and the view wall deactivated, returning to its grey, featureless state.

“You’ve got to hand it to him. He’s a good politician,” Morales muttered.

“And that’s not a compliment,” Porter said.

“I didn’t think even he could…” Jones said softly.

“And it may get him re-elected.” Beck sighed. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’ve had enough for one day. I’m off to bed.”

“Me too,” Morales said, and joined Beck in the turbolift, leaving Russell, Porter, and Jones in Ops.

Russell piped up. “Did anyone else notice that Stander and Waits smelled really bad after we found them in the lower core of the station?”

After a few moments without reply, Jones piped up. “Drinks?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Porter said, stepping out from behind his station.



Commander Morales sagged into bed, jerking his uniform tunic open and staring up at the ceiling. The day was over, his bed was empty, and that was that. And even though the day’s events had drained him, he found himself wishing, not for the first time, that his bead wasn’t empty.

“Oh, I thought I heard you coming in,” Steph Hodges said, ducking out from Morales’s bathroom, sporting one of Morales’s shirts, running an oral cleanser over her teeth and tossing it back in its holster. She sauntered over to the bed and flopped down next to Morales. “Heck of a day, huh?”

Morales glanced at her. “What’re you doing here?”

Hodges blinked. “You want me to go?”

“Not on your life.”

“I was thinking. Maybe you’re right.”

“That you should come over more than just on special occasions?” Morales asked, playfully running a finger through Hodges hair.

“No. That every time I come over is a special occasion.” Hodges wrapped her arms around Morales and they kissed deeply.

Morales broke the kiss briefly and sighed. “One thing. Could we promise not to talk about today? You know, at all? Ever?”

Hodges thought about that. “Agreed.”

Morales smiled and pulled Hodges close to him, slipping the covers over her. “Good enough. Computer…lights…”

Hodges and Morales glanced out from under the covers, a bit worriedly, waiting for the lights to go off.

And they did.



END.




Fraternizing With The Enemy



“Would you please stop pacing?” Federation President Bradley Dillon asked, looking across his desk at his campaign manger, Donna Lymon, who was currently attempting to wear a hole through his hand-woven Antaran rugs to the metal deck plating below.

“Maybe you can relax, but I can’t. Not with those numbers,” Lymon shot back.

Bradley raised the padd again and looked over the polling data Lymon had presented to him (well, shoved into his hands really) when she’d stormed into his office a few minute prior. He was really going to have to ask Gisele to keep Lymon out unless she was in a calmer mood.

In her defense, though, the numbers weren’t exactly good. Bradley’s commanding lead of a few months ago had long-since evaporated. When Kathryn Janeway entered the race, Bradley took a serious hit, but after he missed their first debate several weeks ago, things had gone downhill quickly. In that moment, Janeway got a public forum all to herself, an opportunity she had capitalized on admirably. Bradley, meanwhile, looked, at best, overconfident in his own prospects for re-election, or, at worst, scared to face Janeway.

Nothing could be further from the truth. He just had a more pressing duty to attend to.

“If you hadn’t made us turn around,” Lymon said, her thoughts evidently moving down a similar path as Bradley’s.

“I don’t regret what I did.”

“Throwing the election away, so you could mount an ill- advised rescue of some nobody Starfleet Officer? Fine. Don’t regret it. I’ve got enough regret for both of us,” Lymon said.

She stopped pacing suddenly as a thought struck her. “We could use this.”

“Ms. Lymon,” Bradley began.

“Just hold on. I should have thought of this right after it happened. We’ll hold a press conference. Better yet, an exclusive interview. Reporters love those things. We’ll get you and what’s her name here.”

“Ensign Jones?”

“Yeah. Her. We’ll get you two together to tell what really happened.”

“Absolutely not,” Bradley said.

“We’ll get a ton of sympathy, plus the heroism, and probably put a dent in the Starfleet vote situation.”

“I said NO!” Bradley shouted, slamming his fist on his desk. He quickly calmed himself. “I will not have Tina Jones dragged into this as some kind of…publicity stunt. I did what I did for personal reasons. They’re not the business of the rest of the quadrant.”

“Do you want to win this election or not?”

“We’ll win it. But not that way.”

“At this point, I’m open to suggestions,” Lymon said.

Bradley steepled his fingers and leaned back in his chair. “I don’t have any, I’m afraid.”

Lymon opened her mouth to retort, but Bradley continued on before she could. “Yet,” he said. “And I stress, yet. I refuse to believe that the universe would be so capricious as to punish me for assisting a friend in need.”

Lymon snorted. “What universe have you been living in?” she muttered.



Colonel Martin Lazlo of the Federation Marines gave his all to the Corps and fully intended to be a marine until the day he died. As such, he literally ate, breathed, and slept the Corps. As far as he was concerned, he put the “professional” in “professional solider.” Still, like anyone else, he had moments when he needed to unwind. Usually ordering his troops around in a drill or a visit to the shooting range was enough to relax him. There were times, though, such as this evening, when even that wasn’t enough.

The pressure had been building for months now. Years even. It was the curse of peacetime. Now even he wasn’t crazy enough to wish for war, but some kind of localized conflict wouldn’t be so bad, would it?

When he was assigned to Waystation years earlier, he was certain that such dust-ups would be a frequent occurrence. This was the frontier, after all. The edge of the unknown with countless hostile species just waiting to cause trouble. He and his Marines would be constantly called upon to protect Federation citizens from these terrible threats.

Only the threats never materialized.

Sure there was the occasional problem, but the last big threat was the Collectors almost three years earlier. Since then, their foes had been balls of fur, nanite-possessed furniture, and paintball gun-wielding Multeks.

Okay, there was the Romulan takeover, but he’d been unconscious for that one.

And the incident with the residents seizing control of the station.

The less said about that one, the better.

Thinking about it all, Lazlo had been led to one inescapable conclusion. His dangerous frontier was gone. There would be no constant parade of threats to the safety and security of the Federation. The Collectors were gone, and the Multeks were now running one of the hottest vacation destinations in the known galaxy.

As much as it pained him to admit it, he and his platoon were smack dab in the middle of civilization.

If that wasn’t a good reason to be tense, he didn’t know what was.

And he only knew one cure for this kind of tension: Basketball.

So with ball in hand (well, not really in hand. He was dribbling), he strolled around the deck assigned to the Federation Marines looking for a few good men and women to join him in an invigorating game of hoops in the rec room.

What he found instead were a lot of empty barracks (Truth be told, Lazlo felt that the cushy accommodations provided to Federation Marines were something of an insult to the word “barracks.” To him, barracks meant communal living in spartan conditions conducive to the constant state of readiness required to be the Federation’s first line of defense. A long time ago, though, the higher-ups at HQ had decided that barracks now meant semi- private quarters with their own bathrooms. Today’s marines had to deal with the “hardship” of a roommate.).

Back to the empty barracks, well, they were empty. All of them. Before Lazlo could wonder about the situation too much, one of the marines actually on duty that night turned the corner at the end of the corridor as he made his way through his evening patrols.

“Copeland!” Lazlo called.

“Yes, sir!” Copeland said, racing up to his commanding officer. “Corporal Copeland reporting as ordered, SIR!” Copeland was still beaming about his promotion to corporal a couple of months earlier and made a point to announce his rank whenever the opportunity presented itself. Considering that Copeland had spent almost a decade as a private, Lazlo almost couldn’t blame him. Almost. Mostly he just thought it was annoying.

“Where the hell is everyone?” Lazlo asked instead of acknowledging Copeland’s exuberance.

“Which everyone is that, sir?” Copeland asked.

“This may come as news to you, Copeland, but there are many many people who live on this deck. They are called marines. Believe it or not, YOU are one of them. Now, do you have any idea where the others are?”

“The evening patrol squad all reported in at the beginning of our duty shift,” Copeland said, “so I imagine they’re around.”

“What about all those other fine people who are not on duty this evening?”

“Um…they’re out?”

“Out where?”

“I don’t know. The places people usually go when they’re not on duty. The mall. The Gravity Well. Victoria’s.”

“Do you know where I spend my off hours, Copeland?”

“Here?”

“Yes. Here! We have exercise and recreation facilities. We have training areas. We have everything I need.”

“Yes, sir, but you’re…you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Lazlo snapped.

“Well…we…I mean, some people…relax differently than you.”

“You know how I want to relax? I want to play some basketball, but there’s not a single person here that I can play with. And don’t suggest yourself! You’re on duty. I need players, and my marines are all off cavorting who knows where!”

“You could use a holodeck. Make your own players.”

“I DON’T WANT TO USE A HOLODECK!”

“Yes, sir,” Copeland squeaked.

“Dismissed!” Lazlo shouted, then stormed off down the corridor, leaving a relieved Copeland to return to his patrol. Lazlo, meanwhile, was far from relieved. Something was very wrong with his troops. He was sure of it. And he was just as certain that all of this civilization around them was the cause of it.

They needed to be reminded of what truly mattered in their lives, and what mattered at the moment was his basketball game.

How could anyone turn that down?



While she knew that chunks in the water were part of the authentic Andorian ambiance provided by the Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet Andorian restaurant, Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges just couldn’t adjust to the idea.

“That’s why I order my water without chunks,” Captain Lisa Beck said from her seat across the table from Hodges as Hodges spooned another large gray block out onto her napkin.

“And you call yourself a fan of Andorian food,” Hodges said.

“Even I have my limits,” Beck said. She took another sip of her chunk-free water and chuckled.

“What?”

“Nothing. I was just remembering the lunches we used to have at Dougherty’s. I think we divvied up the entire male population of the school in that place.”

“Hey. Those were important lunches. We had to make sure we didn’t poach each other’s prospects.”

“Yeah. That turned out so well.”

“Seemed like a good idea at the time,” Hodges said.

“I’m glad you could make it tonight, Steph. We don’t get to do this enough.”

“Well considering some slave-driving captain has my boyfriend trapped in Ops running things for her tonight, I had some free time.”

“How lucky for me,” Beck said. “Things going okay with you two?”

“Fine,” Hodges replied. “I’m still having a good time, and I’m pretty sure Walter is too.”

“I’m not hearing any complaints…not that he talks about you in Ops. That’s just not him. Good thing you’ve got a big mouth, or I wouldn’t know anything that was going on between you.”

“We’ve really got to get you another boyfriend. You’re spending way too much time watching other people’s lives instead of having one of your own.”

“My life is plenty busy, thank you very much,” Beck said.

“Oh yeah. I’m sure the constant mind-numbing bureaucracy of running this place sends you home every night feeling complete and content.”

“After last year, I’ll take mind-numbing for a little while. That was way too much drama for my tastes.”

“Uh huh,” Hodges replied flatly. Beck was about to ask just what that tone was supposed to mean when she realized that Hodges was currently staring out the windows of the restaurant toward the lower concourse of Starfleet Square Mall.

“Steph? What is it?”

“Lazlo.”

“Lazlo? He’s here?” Beck asked surprised. Sure enough, Colonel Martin Lazlo was currently passing by the restaurant. “I didn’t think he liked the mall.”

“He doesn’t. It’s too…civilian. But the more important question here is what the hell is he wearing?”

“Yeah, those are some short shorts. And some really hairy legs. It’s like each knee has its very own mustache.”

“The tank-top isn’t helping matters.”

“It’s certainly an interesting fashion choice. Should we go see if he’s okay?” Beck asked.

“Definitely not,” Hodges said. “I’m off duty. And I swear, if you call him in here, I’ll…do something nasty. I don’t know what yet, but it won’t be pleasant!”

“Your affection for your commanding officer is touching.”

“And how much affection do you have for my commanding officer?”

“Point taken,” Beck said, covering her face with her menu. “Let me know when he’s gone.”

“No way. You’re not leaving me out in the open like this,” Hodges said, quickly flipping up her own menu.

They were silent for several moments, hiding behind their respective menus.

“Think he’s gone yet?” Hodges asked finally.

“Probably,” Beck said. She lowered her menu slightly so she could see out. “Yep. All clear.”

“Good,” Hodges said, putting her menu back down on the table.

“Nice to see we’ve got this maturity thing down pat,” Beck replied as their waiter approached to take their orders.



Despite Lieutenant Hodges’ fears, Colonel Lazlo didn’t so much as glance into the Andorian restaurant, so she had no chance of being spotted. Quite frankly, Lazlo was a little freaked out by Ih’mad and his cohorts, not that he would ever admit that to anyone. It was their whole fascination with flamethrowers. That was just…wrong.

He continued past the restaurant, completely unaware of the looks his workout clothes were getting on the mall concourse (not that he would have cared anyway). His marines were around here somewhere, wasting their time shopping and eating and…

Hover skating?

Lazlo didn’t want to believe what he was seeing, but there it was right in front of him. Sergeant Dawn Sheppard was skating hand-in-hand with some man and looking more like a smitten schoolgirl than a highly-trained member of the Federation’s most elite military force.

She was missing a basketball game for this?

“Sheppard!” Lazlo shouted, striding up to the edge of the hover-rink. He caught more than one skater off guard. A second later, half of the patrons were flat on their backs, their feet still floating in their hover-skates.

Sheppard and her male companion managed to stay upright and glided over to Lazlo’s position. “Is there a problem, sir?”

“Get the skates off. I’m putting a game together.”

“A…game?”

“Yeah. Let’s go.”

“Um…I’m on a date here.”

“Basketball,” Lazlo replied as though that was all that needed to be said.

“I think I’ll pass, sir. Thank you for the invitation, though.”

Lazlo glared at her. “You’re saying no.”

“I have plans.”

“With this guy?” Lazlo said.

“Ensign Brendan Shust, Colonel,” Sheppard’s date said, extending his hand for Lazlo to shake. The colonel declined the offer.

“Sergeant, are you aware that your date is…Starfleet?”

“The uniform he had on when we first met did tip me off.”

“Don’t get smart with me, Sheppard.”

“Sorry, sir. I’ll be getting back to my date now.”

Lazlo gave a dismissive wave then stormed off.

Sheppard was dating a Starfleeter? What was going on with his marines? Had he taught them nothing?

Sure Stephanie Hodges was seeing Commander Walter Morales, but Hodges had been trouble from the start. Pilots usually were. Lazlo had written her off from the moment he discovered she and Captain Beck were old friends.

But Sheppard? She was always so disciplined. A model marine.

Suddenly he’d completely lost his urge to play basketball.

Disgusted, he stormed into the nearest turbolift and went back to the marines’ deck. Back to where things made sense.



She’d been a bit of a pig tonight, but Captain Beck couldn’t pass it up when Ih’mad got in a fresh shipment of yaxxik lung. As a result of her overindulgence, though, she was feeling a wee bit on the bloated side. It was nothing a post-meal stroll around the mall couldn’t fix. Besides, when she’d walked enough of dinner off, she and Steph Hodges could grab some dessert in the food court.

Hodges, meanwhile, was also looking forward to the idea of dessert in the food court…mainly to get the taste of whatever the hell she’d just eaten out of her mouth. Time after time she let Beck talk her into giving Andorian another try, and she had yet to find something that she actually liked. On the upside, tonight’s selection had not induced instant vomiting, so she was making progress.

“I’m not picking up another show,” Beck said as she and Hodges made their way along the upper concourse of Starfleet Square Mall. “I don’t have time. How do you have time? I didn’t think Lazlo let you guys sit around and watch holovision.”

“Walter records it for me,” Hodges replied. “And you’ve got to watch. You’d love it.”

“Uh huh. A bunch of people stranded on a planet.”

“Right.”

“And it’s not a game show?”

“No! The planet is weird, and there’s some kind of monster we can’t see, and there’s the Them! The Them are great!”

“I don’t think so, Steph.”

“You’re missing out. Most of the quadrant is watching this show.”

“I’d just be lost.”

“Misplaced.”

“Huh?”

“The show is called Misplaced.”

“Whatever. I just don’t have any interest in getting involved in a long-term series that’s… What? What is it now?” Beck asked. Hodges was staring off into the distance again. Beck followed her gaze down the concourse, but couldn’t figure out what had her friend’s attention. If it was Lazlo again, he was hiding well. She couldn’t see anything but the usual crowd of mall patrons.

“Steph,” Beck said.

“Look!”

Captain Beck did as she was told, but she still wasn’t sure what she was supposed to be looking at. She did quickly realize that someone else had spotted her. An elegantly-dressed older woman (who looked damn good for her age, Beck had to admit) and her much-younger male companion approached. Hodges was practically quivering at this point.

“Do you need to go to the Infirmary?” Beck whispered.

“Are you blind?” Hodges hissed back.

By this point, the woman was upon them, extending her hand to Beck. “You must be Captain Beck. I’ve heard so much about you, and I wanted to let you know how much I’ve enjoyed my visits to your station.”

“Thank you, ma’am. That’s very kind of you to say,” Beck replied.

“Call me Lusenkia please. No formalities are necessary.”

Lusenkia, Beck thought. As in Lusenkia Dekelina, owner of the Velvane Corporation, the largest cosmetics company in the known galaxy, or so Bradley Dillon’s assistant, Gisele, had claimed when she’d explained to Beck who Ms. Dekelina was a few months earlier. Lusenkia Dekelina was one of the ‘leisure class’ types who now docked their yachts in Docking Bay Eight. Or what used to be Docking Bay Eight. Now it was called Waypoint Harbor and had been redecorated into a hotspot for rich people with too much time on their hands.

“Thank you, Lusenkia, then. I hope you continue to enjoy your time here.” She turned to Lusenkia’s companion. “And you as well,” she added, finally focusing on the man’s features. That face.

“Thank you, Captain. Oh, I’m being rude. Arthur Mills.” He shook her hand, but Beck was too distracted to notice. That voice…

Hodges was suddenly yanking on the back of her uniform. “We need to get dessert. Now.”

“Uh huh,” Beck said, pulling her eyes off of Arthur Mills, a man who she was absolutely certain she knew. But when she’d known him, his name was Banyon Kovacs, and he was with Starfleet Intelligence, which meant…

“We have to go,” Beck said quickly.

“For dessert,” Hodges added. “It’s a…sugar deficiency.”

“Yes. Absolutely,” Beck said. “Nasty condition. She gets ugly if she doesn’t get sugar every few hours. Oh, it’s happening already. Gotta run.” She grabbed Hodges’ sleeve and dashed off down the concourse.

“She gets ugly?” Hodges said when they were out of earshot.

“It was the best I could do,” Beck said, resisting the urge to look back. “Was that him?”

“It had to be,” Hodges said.

“You saw him for a few days seven years ago. How can you be sure?”

“Hey, you saw a lot more of him than I did. All of him actually. Multiple times. What do you think?”

“It’s him,” Beck said.

“So what are you going to do?”

“I’m not doing anything,” Beck said. “We had two weeks of fun a bunch of years ago, and I haven’t seen or talked to him since. Why would I do anything?”

“Because he’s here.”

“And on assignment. Unless you think Arthur Mills is his real name.”

“Hell of a lot more believable than Banyon Kovacs.”

“Fine. I’ll give you that one. But it doesn’t change the situation. I am not doing anything. Period,” Beck said.



She wasn’t doing anything all right…including sleeping. Why was seeing Banyon Kovacs again bothering her so much? They’d had a fling, just a two-week fling, seven years ago. She’d helped him get a valuable item…okay, it was a bowling trophy, back from the Orion Syndicate while she was on a ski vacation with Steph. Thanks to the whole Orion Syndicate thing, the skiing on Sargonis was cut short in favor of spending time on Starbase 78 not being killed.

Still Beck remembered the time fondly, but that was no reason for her to be losing sleep over Kovacs’ sudden appearance on the station. She tried to tell herself that she was just concerned about his presence because of his line of work. Generally having Starfleet Intelligence officers running around was a bad thing. Maybe. For all she knew, she had Starfleet Intel people on board all the time. As a rule, they didn’t announce that they were there. Except for that Dallas woman with the fish-guy for a partner, but then she seemed to have issues.

The Starfleet Intel thing was just a distraction, though. Beck was thinking about Banyon Kovacs for one reason and one reason only.

She was lonely.

Not lonely in the traditional sense, mind you. She had lots of friends on the station, and she spent most of her time both on and off duty with them. What she’d been missing from her life was any sort of romantic entanglements. Hmm…that made it sound so…formal. And really she wasn’t even sure that she wanted a full-on relationship. Her two years with Phillip Harper had been nice enough, but there were certainly aspects of that time that she didn’t miss. Since their break-up almost three years ago (Had it been that long?), Beck just hadn’t had any inclination to get deeply involved with anyone…or involved at all really.

Granted, there had been an encounter here and there (one of which had been unplanned and almost destroyed a friendship), but for the most part she’d been focusing her attention on running Waystation. Maybe this tension at seeing Banyon Kovacs was just her sign that it was time to get back out there. She was more than just a Starfleet captain, after all. The rest of her would like some attention, too.

She rolled over in bed. Tomorrow night she would go to The Gravity Well and see who was out there. Right now, though, she needed to get some sleep. Otherwise, she would be too tired to even make it to the station dance club tomorrow night. Sleep. That would take care of things.

So why wasn’t she sleeping?

And why was her door chime now sounding?

Beck climbed out of bed, grabbed a robe to throw over her t-shirt and shorts, and padded out into her living room in her bare feet to answer the door. She didn’t know who would be at her door at this hour, but she knew it would be foolish to hope that it would be Banyon Kovacs.

Even so she couldn’t prevent herself from hoping for just that.

And for once such pointless hoping was answered as she opened the door to her quarters.

“May I come in,” Banyon Kovacs said.

“I don’t know,” Beck replied. “I just met Arthur Mills, and I don’t usually let strange people into my quarters.” Even as she said this, she was standing aside so Kovacs could enter.

“Well?” Beck asked once the door was closed and they were alone.

“Right to the explanations, huh?” Kovacs said.

“Actually, I was hoping for a proper hello, since you seem to be acknowledging that you know me now.”

“I’m sorry about that, but I couldn’t say anything in front of Lusenkia. If she had any idea that…”

“Just say ‘hello.’ That’s all I’m asking.”

Kovacs smiled. “Hello, Lisa.”

“Hi, Banyon. Or is it Arthur?”

“For now, call me Arthur. Get yourself into the habit.”

“Is that your real name?”

“I’m on assignment.”

“You were on an assignment when you met me. Is Banyon your real name?”

“I didn’t come here to argue with you, Lisa.”

Beck stopped herself and shook her head. “I know. I’m sorry. I just…I didn’t expect to see you again. Certainly not here.”

“It’s where the job brought me,” Kovacs said with a shrug. “Not that I mind. You look…fantastic.”

“Does Ms. Dekelina know that you’re out and about?” Beck said, taking a step toward him.

“She’s a sound sleeper,” Kovacs replied, wrapping his arms around her.

“And why do you know that?”

“She’s my assignment.”

“Does she know that?”

“Of course not.”

“So she thinks you’re her what? Manservant? Traveling companion? Boyfriend?” Beck could see the answer on Kovacs face as she reached “boyfriend.”

“She has allowed me to get close,” he said.

“Why?” Beck said, pulling away from him.

“She thinks I love her.”

“No. Why are you close to her?”

“I can’t tell you that, Lisa. I’m sorry.”

“The hell you can’t! This is my station. If there’s a threat, I need to know about it!”

“There is no threat to your station. I swear.”

“And I’m just supposed to accept that?”

“You trust me, don’t you? I’ve never lied to you.”

“The bowling trophy.”

“Hey! I didn’t lie about that.”

“You said the thing was important!”

“It was! Why are we arguing about this?” Kovacs snapped

“What are you doing here?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“No. Here! In my quarters. Why did you come here?”

“I wanted to see you.”

“You’re on assignment, and I’m not going to be a distraction. You have to go be in love with Lusenkia Dekelina.”

“Is that a ‘get out’?” Kovacs asked.

Beck didn’t respond. She just tightened her robe.

Kovacs nodded. “I’ll see you around, Captain,” he said, then headed out the door.

As soon as he was gone, Beck slumped down on her couch, drained and exhausted. That…that was horrible. What the hell had she just done there? She’d been hoping to see him, and then, when he shows up on her doorstep, she blasts the crap out of him. Well, she’d pretty much ensured he wouldn’t be trying to spend any more time with her on this trip.

Frankly, at the moment, she didn’t even want to spend time with herself.

What was she thinking?



“Rough night?”

Beck barely looked up from her coffee at the source of the voice. “Morning ain’t getting any better.”

“Ah. I see you still have some sort of issue with me,” Bradley Dillon said, taking the seat across from her at her table in the Beanus Coffee Hut as his Special Secret Section agents took up positions around them. “I thought we were past that.”

“I don’t get past the extermination of a sentient race that quickly,” Beck said.

“I am not going to rehash the nanite situation with you, Captain.”

“What do you want?”

“Nothing really. I was out for a stroll and stopped in for a coffee.”

“Gotta get those public appearances in.”

“If that’s how you choose to see it,” Bradley said, taking a sip of the latte he’d ordered as he leaned back in his chair.

“Okay. I’ll try again. What do you want from me?” Beck asked now that it was abundantly clear that Bradley wasn’t going anywhere.

“Since you brought it up, I do have question,” Bradley said.

“Uh huh.”

“Why do many people prefer Kathryn Janeway to me?”

“Because they know you,” Beck muttered.

Bradley opened his mouth to respond to her retort, then froze as a thought struck him. “Yes!” he exclaimed suddenly. “You’re absolutely right. Thank you, Captain! You’ve been incredibly helpful.” He practically leapt up from his seat and rushed out of the coffee shop.

Beck wasn’t exactly sure what was so helpful about her sarcasm, but she didn’t have much time to think about it before Steph Hodges settled into the chair Bradley had recently vacated.

“Rough night?” Hodges asked.

“Why do people keep asking me that?”

“You obviously haven’t seen yourself this morning. What happened?”

“Couldn’t sleep,” Beck said. “I kept thinking about Banyon, and then he came by.”

“Oh, he did, did he?” Hodges said with a grin. “That explains the exhaustion.”

“Not really. I threw him out.”

“You…what?”

“I can’t explain it, Steph. He was there. We were talking. And suddenly I flipped out. Okay, he’s here on an assignment that I don’t know about, but that was no reason for… I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. I screwed it up. He left, and I spent the rest of the night on the sofa. I just didn’t have the energy to crawl back to bed.”

Hodges nodded.

“What? Why aren’t you saying anything?” Beck said.

“What do you want me to say?”

“That I’m an idiot. I’m crazy. I drove him away for no good reason. Something. What are you thinking?”

“Honestly?”

“No. Lie to me. Yes, honestly.”

“He got close, and you got scared.”

“I’m not scared of him.”

“Now you’re being an idiot. That’s not what I meant,” Hodges said irritated.

“I know,” Beck replied quietly.

“You like him. You liked him seven years ago more than you wanted to admit. Especially to yourself. And after what happened with Phillip…”

“That was mutual.”

“That doesn’t mean it didn’t hurt like hell. I know it did. And you don’t want to go down that path again with someone else that you really like, so you weren’t going to give Banyon a chance to get close. That’s what I think anyway.”

“Remind me not to ask you anymore,” Beck said.

“So are you going to get over your hang-ups and go fix it?” Hodges asked.

“I don’t see how. And he’s with that Dekelina woman.”

“Really?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“Uh huh. Go talk to him.”

“We’ll see,” Beck said.

“Lisa.”

“We’ll see. That’s all I can give you right now.”



A relatively short distance away from Captain Beck and the Beanus Coffee Hut, Arthur Mills, a.k.a. Banyon Kovacs, slowly swirled his spoon around a bowl of oatmeal he’d purchased a few minutes earlier from the Cardassians running Fred’s Flapjacks. The oatmeal, which had the consistency of freshly poured concrete, was cinnamon flavored…in theory at any rate. Kovacs had thus far only been able to taste incredibly pasty oats, not that he was paying all that much attention.

“I really don’t see why you wanted to eat here,” Lusenkia Dekelina said from across the table, looking at her surroundings with distaste. “The bistro in Waypoint Harbor certainly has oatmeal.”

“Hmmm?” Kovacs asked.

“I said the bistro is Waypoint Harbor has oatmeal.”

“I like this kind.”

“But you’ve hardly touched it.”

Kovacs didn’t respond. He honestly hadn’t even heard Lusenkia’s comment, distracted as he was by Captain Beck’s exit from the Beanus Coffee Hut. Despite her rather firm rejection of him the night before…or was it a firm rejection? Really, he wasn’t sure what exactly had happened there. The overall message was fairly clear, though. Even so, he couldn’t keep his eyes off of Beck as she made her way down the concourse.

“Arthur,” Lusenkia said firmly. Judging by the sound of her voice, this was not the first time she’d said his assumed name in the last few seconds.

“I’m sorry, my darling,” he said, throwing himself back into character. “I was having difficulty sleeping last night, and it’s obviously taking its toll on me today. It’s the new environment, I imagine. You have remarkable strength to be able to go from place to place without having your rhythms horribly disrupted.”

Lusenkia smiled and grasped his hand. “It’s all right, Arthur. I know you’ll adjust as I have. But for now, maybe you should return to the yacht for a nap. Rest a bit.”

“Nonsense. I wouldn’t want to leave you alone for the day. I’ll be fine.”

“Now you’re the one spouting nonsense, dear. Get some sleep, so you’ll be refreshed for tonight. I was thinking of making a reservation at Dillon’s. The restaurant is highly regarded.”

“That sounds lovely,” Kovacs said, rising from his chair. “I will rejoin you later in the day.” He tried not to show his eagerness to leave as he headed off in the direction Captain Beck had gone. He was also too focused on catching up with Beck to notice the half-hearted “Until then,” he got in return from Lusenkia, who herself was distracted by the approach of her manservant, Mr. Lerk.

“Was that Mister Mills I saw departing?” Lerk asked confused as he stepped up to the table.

“Yes, but never mind him. Did you find Russell?”

This would probably be a good time to mention that, as well as being the head of a large galactic corporation, Lusenkia Dekelina was something of a master criminal. Not that she would describe herself as such. Really she fell more in the category of bored rich person. She was so rich that she could buy anything that was for sale, so she developed an interest in things that weren’t for sale. Acquiring these required a slightly different technique: theft. Not being a thief herself, Dekelina contracted with a specialist. This specialist, Olivia Russell, had been caught and sent off to a rehabilitation colony by her own cousin, Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell, an action that didn’t exactly thrill Dekelina. She’d tried to exact a bit of vengeance on Russell during a visit to the station earlier in the year, but it didn’t go so well. Dekelina had spent the ensuing months stewing and becoming more and more obsessed with revenge. Fortunately Arthur Mills had entered her life and provided someone else to obsess over in a more positive way. Still, Dekelina wasn’t about to let Russell waltz around unpunished, hence her return visit to Waystation and hence her question to her subordinate about his location. We’ll get back to his answer now…

“Yes, ma’am,” Lerk replied. “He and another officer were having their morning meal in a diner-type establishment on the lower level of this shopping facility. I was able to brush past him and secrete the tracking tag on his person without his knowledge.”

“Wonderful,” Lusenkia said with a pleased laugh that quickly turned to a slightly-mad cackle. “At last I will be able to obtain the revenge I was denied on our last encounter. Did you overhear any of his conversation perhaps?”

“Of course, ma’am. He and the other man were discussing holodeck programs.”

“Were they now? Let’s be ready if that is where our quarry leads, shall we?”

“Yes, ma’am. Will there be anything else, ma’am, or may I return to the Beauty Queen to begin our preparations?”

“There is one more item, Mister Lerk. I’m concerned about Arthur.”

“Is Mister Mills unwell?”

“Underhanded.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Actually, you will. You will follow him and observe to whom he speaks. When you return to the ship, I want you to look into his movements last night. Find out if he went anywhere.”

“Yes, ma’am. But may I say that I sincerely hope that your suspicions, whatever they may be, about Mister Mills are mistaken.”

“No, you don’t. You’ve hated him from the start.”

“Of course, ma’am,” Lerk said with a slight bow before leaving to follow Kovacs.



She was technically due in Ops five minutes ago, but Beck wanted a bit more time to stroll and think about things in her personal life before burying herself in the usual mix of brief chaos and sustained bureaucratic tedium that made up her professional life. Hodges had been characteristically blunt in her assessment of Beck’s situation, but Beck wasn’t certain that her friend was right. She didn’t think she was scared to get into a new relationship. Yes, things with Phillip Harper hadn’t ended incredibly well, but she didn’t have any hard feelings toward him. They grew apart. It happens.

That didn’t mean that she wasn’t willing to try again with someone else. She was. Really. She was sure she just hadn’t found the right guy to…

“I’m sorry,” a familiar voice said from behind her.

Beck turned to see Banyon Kovacs. “Sorry for what?” Beck said.

“For whatever I need to be sorry about,” Kovacs said. “Consider it a blanket apology.”

“Thanks, but you don’t have anything to apologize for.”

“Really? That’s nice to hear.” He fell into step beside her as they continued around the upper concourse of Starfleet Square Mall toward the Starfleet Suites Hotel.

After a few seconds of silent walking, Beck glanced over at him. “You’re not waiting for an apology from me, are you?”

“No. Just checking something.”

“What’s that?”

“Well, if you hated me, you would have told me to get lost by now. But you haven’t, which means…”

“Nothing. It means nothing,” Beck said.

“Did it mean something? Because it did to me.”

“We’re talking about a different something now.”

“And?”

“What do you want me to say? It was seven years ago. And we didn’t exactly keep in touch, did we?”

“Did you want to?” Kovacs asked.

“I…I don’t know. I wasn’t looking for anything serious.”

“I know. But?”

“But what? Who said there was a but?”

“It sounded like one was coming.”

“Why is this all about me? You knew where I was all this time.”

“I didn’t want to be a pest.”

“Right. I’ve got to get to Ops.”

“Lisa, wait. I want to see you.”

“You can’t. Not now. You’ve got an assignment.”

“It’s not going to last forever. When it’s over, I could come back here.”

“The station’s open to everyone.”

“I’m not interested in the station.”

“And I’m not a one-night-stand,” Beck said.

“Good,” Kovacs said. He suddenly broke off and headed into a turbolift. “That means we’ll have to take this up again later.” He ordered the turbolift to Waypoint Harbor and was gone.

Beck stood for a moment, surprised by his abrupt departure. She was equally surprised by the smile that broke out across her face. Shaking her head and chuckling, she waited for the next turbolift car to arrive and headed up to Ops.



“Well?” Lusenkia demanded as she strode into her private study aboard her yacht, the Beauty Queen. She was rather anxious to hear Lerk’s report about Arthur. Entertaining nasty suspicions about her boyfriend was distracting her from her plans to crush Sean Russell, so she wanted to get the truth as quickly as possible.

Lerk pulled out her desk chair for her, so that she could sit down in front of her lunch, which he had waiting for her.

“Mister Mills has been in his quarters all morning.”

“And that’s it?”

“Well, he did have a brief conversation with the station commander just after he left you this morning, but otherwise he has been here.”

“The station commander?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Captain Beck?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“The tall, attractive, and very female person in charge of this station?”

“Er…yes, ma’am,” Lerk said.

“What did they talk about?”

“I couldn’t say, ma’am. I had to remain at a discreet distance in order to avoid being spotted.”

“Did he touch her?” Lusenkia asked.

“Not at all. There was no contact between them in the slightest. Mister Mills then ended the conversation and entered a turbolift.”

“And she didn’t go with him?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Oh. Hmmm,” Lusenkia said confused. Maybe he was just tired. Maybe she was wrong about Arthur’s faithfulness.

“Perhaps he is planning a surprise for you, ma’am.”

“I suppose. You didn’t see anything else?”

“Not really,” Lerk said. “Well…after Mister Mills left, Captain Beck…laughed.”

“She…laughed.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“That cheating son of a bitch!”



In truth Kovacs really was tired. Between thinking about seeing Captain Beck and then wondering what he’d done wrong after he saw her, he hadn’t slept at all the night before. Coming back to his room on the Beauty Queen for a bit of a nap also fit into his overall assignment. Various threads had led Starfleet Intelligence to suspect that Lusenkia Dekelina was somehow involved in the thefts of several incredibly rare objects from around the Federation. There was no proof as yet and only the slightly of circumstantial evidence even pointed to the connection. Kovacs had been ordered to get close to her to see if the suspicions were founded, but after two months of close surveillance (really close surveillance), he had seen nothing. Perhaps in the throws of a new relationship, she hadn’t been focusing on her illicit acquisitions. But surely they had come to Waystation for a reason. Perhaps there was an item on board or scheduled to arrive soon that had piqued her interest. His own searches had come up empty, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t targeting something. Bradley Dillon’s home and headquarters was here, after all. If anyone was going to be in possession of rare and valuable items, it was him.

Banyon just needed to give Lusenkia some time alone and room to maneuver. Let her plan her theft. Whenever she carried it off, he’d be ready.

Until then, he’d take a nap.

His nap extended a bit longer than he’d intended, though.

Particularly when, right around lunch time, a large quantity of anesthezine was pumped into his room bumping him from light snooze to comatose.



Another day without a crisis. Another day of drills, drills, drills. Still Colonel Lazlo would not shirk in his duty to keep his fighting force primed and ready for any possible emergency. Left to their own devices, he knew his troops would go soft. These evening excursions off of the deck assigned to the Federation Marines were already causing enough damage to their discipline. Perhaps a gentle reminder of the recreation facilities available in their very own barracks was in order.

“Listen up, maggots!” Lazlo bellowed as he stood before his troops in the large recreation room the marines also used for formation. “It’s been a light day, but you prissy little weaklings look like I just made you run a marathon on Vulcan with full gear. You’re Federation Marines! Right now I could take you all out with a gang of cranky preschoolers. If you want to be able to work hard and protect this Federation, you’ve got to start playing hard!”

Several of the marines looked at each other with confusion.

“Think carefully about how you’re spending your downtime. Are you wasting it? Gorging yourself on crap food? Blowing credits? Or are you pushing yourself with a run, strengthening your body in the weight room, and improving your coordination and conditioning playing a sport like…basketball at 1900 hours? You want to be marines? You have to start acting like it on and OFF duty. Dismissed!”

The gathered marines didn’t waste any time responding to that order and fled the rec room hastily as Lazlo strode over to his second in command, Lieutenant Colonel Dan O’Neal.

“I think I got my point across,” Lazlo said.

“Yes, sir,” O’Neal replied crisply, adding a beat later, “And what point was that, sir?”

“Not wasting time!”

“Right. Yes, sir! There’s no time to waste!”

“Damn right!” Lazlo snapped. “I will see you later, O’Neal.”

“Yes, sir,” O’Neal replied as Lazlo marched out of the room. He let out a sigh of relief. Somehow he’d managed to fake his way through that conversation. In all honesty, he hadn’t been paying a bit of attention to Lazlo. He was more focused on his plans for the evening. Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell was going down!

Lazlo, meanwhile, was forming teams for tonight’s game in his mind. Kintasa was tall and pretty sharp. Lazlo would take him…and Grink and Samuels and…



Commander Walter Morales stepped out of the turbolift into the middle of a battlezone. Technically the battlezone was Ops, but at the present time balls of wadded up wiring were flying back and forth between Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter at the Operations/Science console, Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell at the Tactical Console, and Lieutenant Dena Horowitz at the Docking Control Console. Using padds as racquets, the three officers were managing to keep three wire balls moving along a triangular route around the Waystation command center. It was pretty impressive actually.

At least until one of the balls smacked into the side of Morales’s head.

“Aww, man! You messed up our rhythm!” Porter exclaimed.

“Do you want me to leave? You can cover my shift for me,” Morales asked, scooping up the ball and lobbing it toward Horowitz.

“Game over,” Porter said quickly.

“I’m guessing it’s been a slow day?”

“Except for one unexpected presidential exodus, yes.”

“Huh?”

“President Dillon left the station about five hours ago,” Horowitz explained as Morales took over the console from her. “He hadn’t notified us in advance of his departure.”

“When you’ve got to go, you’ve got to go,” Porter said.

“Um…is he fleeing some threat we should know about?” Morales asked.

“Sensors are clear, and the station is quiet,” Russell said. Just then, the turbolift opened again revealing Lieutenants Mason and Waits, the remainder of that day’s Beta shift. “See you folks later,” Russell said, rushing for the turbolift.

“What woman’s date will you being ruining tonight?” Morales asked.

“Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal,” Porter said.

Morales choked.

“It’s not a date!” Russell said.

“Nope. They’re just meeting on a beautiful meadow to bang their balls around,” Porter said, eliciting another, louder choking sound from Morales.

“It’s croquet!” Russell shouted, storming into the turbolift.



“He’s leaving the station operations center,” Lerk reported, watching the path of the tiny tracer he had slipped into Russell’s uniform that morning.

“Is the device ready?”

“And waiting, ma’am.”

“And Arthur?”

“Still unconscious. But…are you sure about this? Your revenge against Sean Russell is one thing, but Mister Mills…”

“I will not abide betrayal!” Lusenkia snapped.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Lusenkia smiled. “Relax, Lerk. Everything is falling into place. And if I’m not mistaken, very soon the party will begin. We just have one more invitation to send.”



“All right, losers! Let’s get ready to…” Lazlo trailed off as he realized that he’d just made his entrance into an empty gymnasium. He glanced at the wall chronometer. 1900 hours sharp. He was there. The basketballs were there. The hoops were certainly there.

So where the HELL were his marines?



Croquet would not be the first activity that would come to mind if you were to be asked how Lieutenant Commander Russell or Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal liked to spend their free time. The security chief and the marine both had grown up with croquet, though, and were happy to discover that there was another person on Waystation with an interest in the fairly obscure game. At least once a week, they’d get together in the holodeck for a few matches then head over to Victoria’s Pub for drinks, at which time Lieutenant Commander Porter would usually join them. Porter had tried to play with them once, but it just wasn’t his thing. Submarine battles were one thing, but this standing around some field smacking balls through hoops…sorry, wickets…was not for him.

Russell and O’Neal liked to play a warm-up game in a grassy field setting, but from there they liked to make it more interesting. They designed courses in forests with streams standing between them and wickets. O’Neal set up a particularly hellish course on Ferenginar while Russell struck back with a truly brutal course through The Forge on Vulcan. In their minds, Porter was missing out.

This evening, though, they hadn’t yet gotten to their more interesting match for the evening, which would be set on a Risan beach (The sand would be a nightmare to deal with, but you couldn’t beat the view. O’Neal assumed he’d win anyway. Russell lost his concentration whenever a woman walked by as it was. Put them in tiny bikinis, and Russell would be completely useless…which is why O’Neal put the course there. Tactics were everything in croquet.). For now, though, they were playing their warm-up match on the lawn of some stereotypically-stately English manor that Russell had found in the holodeck archives. O’Neal would have been fine with a plain meadow, but Russell said the manor setting put him in the proper spirit.

That spirit was interrupted as the holodeck doors slid open just as O’Neal was swinging his mallet. He jolted, startled by the unexpected noise, and ended up catching his ball along the side rather than dead on, sending it angling away from the wicket.

“Dammit!” O’Neal shouted, turning on the unwelcome intruders. “What the hell…” He stopped as realized that A) he didn’t recognize the man and woman who had just stepped onto the holodeck or the other man slumped in a hoverchair that was floating between them, B) the man in the hoverchair was either sleeping or unconscious and seemingly bound into said chair, and C) the conscious members of the trio were currently aiming blasters at him and Russell.

“Did we take somebody else’s holodeck time?” Russell asked O’Neal.

“You’re the one who made the reservation.”

“Oh yeah.” Russell turned back to the newcomers. “Um…could you leave? We’ve got about two hours left in here.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll make sure your time is much shorter than that, Mister Russell,” the woman said, striding forward. It took Russell half a second, but he suddenly realized that he knew these two. Ms. Decorina, or something like that, and her butler Lerk. He was at a party on her yacht when some psycho kidnapped him then tried to kill him because he’d gotten his cousin Olivia arrested.

“Ohhh,” Russell said.

“Oh what?” Lusenkia Dekelina asked.

“You’re the psycho.”

“I beg your pardon.”

“What did you do to her?” O’Neal demanded.

“I arrested my cousin,” Russell said.

“So this lady is your aunt?”

“No!”

“You lost me. Is this an incest thing or what?”

“Incest? Where the hell did you get that? My cousin was a criminal,” Russell said. “She stole things for Ms. Dekelvakia there.”

“Dekelina!” Lusenkia snapped. “And yes, Olivia did obtain items for me, but she was much more than that! Do you have any idea how lonely my life is? Just me, Lerk and my money. But then I met Olivia. We had a connection! A bond! Yes, she worked for me, but there was so much more than that. She was the only person in my life that I really cared for!”

“Oh,” O’Neal said. “So it’s a lesbian thing.”

“Really?” Russell asked, more than a bit too eagerly.

“I am really going to enjoy watching you die,” Lusenkia said.

“Woah!” O’Neal exclaimed. “You’re going to kill him!”

“Both of you actually. No witnesses. You understand.”

“And the guy in the chair?”

“Him too.”

“What’d he do?”

“He broke my heart,” Lusenkia said, tousling the hair of the unconscious Banyon Kovacs. “The cheating bastard. Which reminds me…” She leveled her weapon at Russell. “Comm your captain. I want that man-stealing bitch down here now! And don’t you dare tip her off that I’m waiting for her.”

“Then what am I supposed to tell her?” Russell asked. “I don’t think she likes croquet.”

“Think of something!” Lusenkia bellowed.

“New program you want to show her?” O’Neal suggested.

“Like what?” Russell asked.

“I don’t know. Anything she likes?”

“She’s big on spa treatments. Massages and that kind of thing.”

Lusenkia brightened. “Oh! So has she been to that Medusan spa on board?”

“Oh yeah. She’s a regular. She loves it.”

“I’ll have to try it out then.”

“Good luck. You have to get an appointment way in advance.”

“I am Lusenkia Dekelina. They will give me an appointment.”

“Sure they will.”

“Enough! I will go to the spa…after I kill you! Now get Beck down here!” Lusenkia shouted.

“Okay! Okay!” Russell said, slapping his commbadge. “Russell to Beck.”

“What is it, Commander?” Captain Beck’s voice asked. She sounded tired and not exactly thrilled at receiving the comm.

“Um…I’m in Holodeck Four with Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal, and he just showed me this…um…Medusan spa program he wrote.”

O’Neal’s eyes widened as he mouthed an angry “ME?” before backhanding Russell’s arm.

Russell swallowed the “OW!” building in his mouth and continued, “And I…um…thought you might like to see it.”

The commline was silent for a moment, then he heard Beck sigh. “You know, Sean, that actually sounds great. I’ll be right down. Beck out.”

“Happy now?” Russell said.

“I will be soon,” Lusenkia replied. “Wake him,” she ordered Lerk, who pulled a small hypospray out of his pocket and injected it into Banyon Kovacs’ neck.

Kovacs jerked in his chair as he snapped back to consciousness. It didn’t take him long to assess the situation. “Who tied me up?” he demanded.

“That would be me, darling,” Lusenkia said, stepping into his field of view.

“But Lusy, why?” Kovacs asked.

“I know about you.”

“You do?” Kovacs said, trying to mask the cold rush of fear that shot through him. His cover had been blown. How? Who? Did Starfleet Intel have a mole?

“Yes. You thought I wouldn’t find out. You’ve been sneaking around with that Beck woman behind my back!”

“No, I haven’t!” he shot back surprised.

“Don’t deny it! Lerk saw you two talking.”

“So I spoke to her. Nothing else happened. I swear!”

“Liar! I can stand for many things, but betrayal is not one of them!”

“A conversation is betrayal!”

“You had a conversation with a WOMAN. And she LAUGHED! So now you’re going to suffer!”

Kovacs looked around at his surroundings. “You’re making me play croquet? I’m not a fan of the game, but…”

“Typical,” O’Neal interrupted with a huff.

“Did you even give it a chance?” Russell said.

“Shut up, all of you!” Lusenkia cried. “Lerk, the device!”

Lerk obediently removed a small blinking device from his other pocket and, after calling for the holodeck arch, attached it to the controls.

“What is that?” Kovacs said.

“Just a minor holodeck malfunction,” Lusenkia replied. “Unfortunately this one will cause the loss of four lives, but these things happen sometimes. Now while we’re waiting for Captain Beck to arrive, we should get you three ready for your upcoming death. Who wants to go first?”



Captain Beck had actually planned on going to bed early tonight. She hadn’t slept much the night before, so getting some rest was the sensible thing to do. But she couldn’t exactly pass up a massage. A Medusan one at that. She’d tried holodeck spas before, but they were just never as good as the real thing. As long as O’Neal’s version was somewhat close, though, Beck would be more than happy. Maybe a mud bath was in order as well, she thought as she stepped through the doors of Holodeck Four. But first on her list would be…

…figuring out why she was standing in the middle of a field.

Ahead of her, she could see O’Neal and Russell standing next to a pair of metal poles placed about ten feet apart. On second glance, she realized that the poles were actually connected in one large arch.

“Hey! Where’s my spa?” she asked, striding toward Russell.

He called back something that sounded like “load of crap,” but she couldn’t really make him out over O’Neal, who was also shouting something from the opposite post.

“I believe he said, ‘It’s a trap,’” a vaguely-familiar female voice said from behind her. Beck spun around and discovered a blaster aimed at her face. She was right about the wielder being familiar, though.

“Ms. Dekelina,” Beck said. “Er…is there a problem?”

“I’m afraid so. It seems that you’re a horrible slut,” Lusenkia replied.

Beck stiffened. “Now hang on a damn minute.”

“Lerk!” Lusenkia called. Her manservant appeared seemingly from out of nowhere. Literally he appeared from thin air, having been hidden in a cloaked area provided by the device he’d attached to the holodeck. Beck couldn’t mistake the set of binders in his hand. “If you fight him, I will shoot you now, and I assure you this weapon doesn’t have a stun setting,” Lusenkia told Beck.

“What do you want?” Beck said.

“Just vengeance.”

“For what? I never did anything to you!”

“I know all about you and Arthur. I won’t put up with that kind of betrayal. I just won’t.”

Beck was now close enough to see that he and O’Neal were bound to the poles they stood near. In the distance, she could make out another figure she could only assume was Banyon Kovacs attached to another pole while its companion pole stood empty, presumably waiting for her.

“And Russell? He betrayed you somehow, too?” Beck said as Lerk pulled her hands behind her back and put the binder on her wrists..

“She was Olivia’s boss,” Russell said.

“And O’Neal?”

“Innocent bystander,” O’Neal said.

“So you’re just going to kill four people?” Beck said as Lusenkia prodded her to walk to the pole opposite Kovacs.

“I won’t be doing anything of the kind. It will be a holodeck malfunction. A croquet game gone horribly wrong due to a tragic miscalculation of scale by the computer.

“Croquet? Then these arches are…” Beck suddenly got the picture. She and the others were going to be smashed by giant wooden balls. Lerk undid the binder on one wrist long enough to attach Beck’s hands around the pole as Beck considered what she should say next. She knew that she and Kovacs hadn’t done anything, but convincing Lusenkia would be…

SLAP!

Beck’s head whipped to the side from the impact of Lusenkia’s hand. She gaped in shock for a moment. Lusenkia had slapped her. She SLAPPED her! When Beck got out of this, she was so going to beat the living crap out of that woman.

Lusenkia meanwhile had already focused her attention on Kovacs. “I’m sorry it had to end this way, dear, but you must learn how to treat a lady.”

“I’m not going to learn anything if I’m dead,” Kovacs said.

“Don’t beg for your life, Arthur. It’s unseemly.”

“I wasn’t begging!”

“Shouting at me doesn’t help either,” Lusenkia said before turning on her heel and striding off with Lerk close behind.

“Sorry about this,” Kovacs said once she was gone.

“Yeah. But I’m in Starfleet. There are risks. Granted ’death by criminally-insane jealous girlfriend wasn’t in the brochure,” Beck said.

“The insanity is new. I think having you steal away her man pushed her over the edge.”

“I didn’t steal you!”

“On the bright side, if we get out of this, I have more than enough evidence to arrest her.”

“That’s a comfort.”

By this time, Lusenkia and Lerk had reached their safe zone near Russell and O’Neal. “Activate the players,” Lusenkia ordered. A split-second later, the holodeck doors opened again. This time Colonel Lazlo, basketball tucked under his arm, came storming through in full shouting mode as Lerk dove into the cloaked area.

“O’Neal!” Lazlo raged. “What the hell do you think you’re doing in here with this Starfleeter instead of reporting your ass to the basketball court, so I can thoroughly kick it!”

“Colonel! Sit-Code Henry Alpha Tango!” O’Neal shouted back. Lazlo instantly sprang into action, lobbing the basketball at Lusenkia, who was training her phaser on him. The ball slammed into her arm, knocking her blast wide. Lazlo was on her before she had a chance to recover. He took the wealthy socialite down with a quick forearm to the throat, then wrenched the blaster from her hand and spun around in time to nail Lerk in the shoulder as the lackey raced out of the cloaked portion of the croquet field. Leaving Lusenkia gasping for breath, Lazlo charged the wounded Lerk and yanked the blaster from his grasp before tagging the staggering man with a boot to the skull.

“Henry Alpha Tango?” Lazlo said to O’Neal as he aimed the blasters at Lusenkia and Lerk. “It’s a damn good thing I knew what you meant.”

O’Neal would have smacked his own forehead if he had a hand free. “Oh! Henry Alpha Victor is the code for hostiles have taken over the holodeck.”

“Then what’s Henry Alpha Tango?” Russell asked.

“Rabid llama stampede.”

“Does that one happen much?”

“Better to be prepared if it does,” Lazlo said. He dug through Lerk’s pockets and found the keys to the binders. “Now would somebody tell me what the hell is going on around here?”

Before Russell could answer, the ground trembled. “Shut it down!” Russell screamed, seeing the giant croquet ball in the distance and the even larger mallet in the grasp of a massive individual swinging down toward it. “Down! Down! DOWN!”

Lazlo fired a couple of useless blasts at the oversized threat, then raced back to the holodeck arch as the mallet made contact with the ball and sent it racing toward the wicket O’Neal and Russell were bound to. Seconds before impact, the ball, the field, and the wicket vanished, replaced by the holodeck grid. Lazlo, with Lerk’s holodeck control device sparking in his hand, stepped out of the arch and headed toward O’Neal.

“If you’d been playing basketball like you were supposed to, you wouldn’t have been almost killed, now would you?” Lazlo said as he unlocked O’Neal’s binders.

“But then you wouldn’t have shown up, and they would have been killed,” O’Neal replied.

“That sounds like their problem,” Lazlo said, handing the keys and blasters to O’Neal before retrieving his basketball. “You’ve disappointed me, O’Neal. I thought you were a marine.”

And with that, Lazlo walked out of the holodeck.

“Uh…thanks!” Russell called after him.

“Don’t,” O’Neal said.

“What? He rescued us.”

“Just don’t.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 58743.8. After avoiding a death trap straight out of those crappy superhero holovision shows I used to watch as a kid, we have taken Lusenkia Dekelina and her associate, Lerk, into custody. Right now the charges are assault, attempted murder, and damaging Starfleet property. I have assurances, though, that the list will be getting longer. I want to officially express my gratitude to Colonel Martin Lazlo for his timely arrival, but somehow I get the sense he’s upset at himself for rescuing us. That being the case, I’ll send him a commendation…and flowers. He’ll love that.”



Beck switched off the log recorder on the console on the desk in her quarters and stretched. Here it was past midnight, and she still wasn’t in bed. Two nights in a row of this not sleeping crap were not going to do anything for her consciousness level tomorrow morning.

She got up from her chair and had made it two steps toward her bedroom when her door chime sounded. Only one person that could be, she thought, a slight smile spreading across her lips as she opened the door.

“Doesn’t Starfleet Intel let you guys sleep?” she said to Banyon Kovacs, who was standing in the corridor.

“I slept all day. Not by choice,” Kovacs said, accepting Beck’s gestured invitation into her quarters.

“At least you were well-rested for our near-death experience. Are your superiors okay with what happened?”

“I can’t say that they’re thrilled, but they’ll accept the end result. Our agents raided Lusenkia’s house as soon as I commed Intel. They found a hidden room containing a few dozen stolen items. She’d evidently made herself a private museum.”

“But why? She was rich enough to get whatever she wanted?”

“Maybe that was the problem. There was no challenge anymore, so she moved on to stealing the things should couldn’t buy,” Kovacs said.

“Or getting Olivia Russell to steal it for her.”

“I should thank you then. If your security chief hadn’t arrested Olivia, Lusenkia would never have come after him, and this investigation could have taken a lot longer.”

“And now she and Olivia can be reunited in some nice rehabilitation colony.”

“Yes. And I have to admit that your idea to make her insanely jealous was a brilliant touch.”

“Oh, so that was my idea now?”

“That went over better with my bosses than the truth,” Kovacs said.

“That you got spotted hitting on the station commander?”

“I wouldn’t phrase it like that.”

“Neither would I,” Beck said. She stepped closer to Kovacs and wrapped her arms around him. “I think I owe you an apology. I’m sorry. And I do want to see you.”

“You’re not just saying that because we were almost killed, are you?”

“The occasional reminder that life is short isn’t a bad thing. But no, I’ve been thinking about you ever since I saw you in the mall last night.”

“You have, huh?”

“Yeah,” Beck said grinning. “I’m glad Starfleet Intel sent you here.”

“About that. I should tell you something, Lisa. I don’t know what you’ve been thinking about me, but I’m not any kind of super agent. I get sent after bowling trophies and thieves. The fate of the Federation is never going to rest in my hands.”

“So?”

“I…I didn’t want you going into this believing you were getting someone I’m not.”

“Is your name really Banyon Kovacs?”

“Yes.”

“And were you really almost killed by a croquet ball this evening?”

“Yeah.”

“Then we’re fine,” Beck said. “Now if you don’t mind, I need to get some sleep.”

“Oh! Yeah. Of course. I’m sorry I disturbed you.”

“After,” Beck said with a glint in her eye.

“After?”

“After,” Beck repeated firmly, giving Kovacs a tug toward the bedroom.



“Because they know you.”

Captain Beck had intended the words to be a snide retort, but Bradley Dillon had instantly realized the truth contained within them. The citizens of the Federation did know him as President. They knew how he did the job. And while Bradley was confident that he had performed the role admirably, he also recognized the veracity of the old adage “familiarity breeds contempt.” Kathryn Janeway was a new commodity, but not a completely unknown one. Her return from the Delta Quadrant had given her a certain level of celebrity and an instant reputation as being an outstanding example of a Starfleet Officer.

Bradley had thus far spent the election talking about himself, his accomplishments, and his plans for his next term. Meanwhile, he’d barely acknowledged Janeway’s presence in the race. In retrospect, that was a tactical error. He needed to define Janeway for the people of the Federation.

The voters knew of her. That was very different than actually knowing her.

But in order for them to know her, Bradley had to get to know her first. Very well.

It had taken two hours of research and then six days of travel, but Bradley had finally located the person who seemed to be the best candidate for providing the information he sought.

Arranging this “chance” meeting required a little more effort, but Bradley was certain it would be well worth it.

Free of Special Secret Section agents, Bradley moved down the aisle of the balcony of the Royal Opera House on Caltor Prime and located his seat in the front row. The human in the seat next to him, a balding man with just a ring of dark hair encircling the back of his head, glanced over then did a double-take.

“Are you?” he said in astonishment.

“Yes,” Bradley replied. “But please don’t advertise my presence, if you don’t mind. It’s not often that I am able to slip out to the opera alone. I hope I won’t be disturbing you.”

“Not at all,” Bradley’s new companion said. “It’s always a pleasure to meet someone who appreciates the arts.”

“I have been a fan of the opera for many years. I actually sang a little in college.”

“Really? I dabble a bit myself.”

“You’ll have to let me hear you sometime, Mister?”

“Doctor,” the man who actually wasn’t human at all said. “Just Doctor.”

“Doctor?” Bradley said, feigning confusing. “Wait a moment. You’re the doctor from the USS Voyager, aren’t you?”

“That I am,” the holographic Doctor replied.

“Well I have to say that this is an unexpected honor. I read your memoirs shortly after their publication. Allow me to express my gratitude for your outstanding service to the Federation.”

“Thank you, Mister President. You’re too kind.”

“Not at all. Would you perhaps be interested in joining me for a drink after the performance? I know you have no need of beverages, but I hope the conversation will entice you.”

“I’d be delighted,” the Doctor said happily. “I believe this could be the beginning of a wonderful friendship.”

And a very beneficial one for me, Bradley thought as he returned the smile.




The Rebuttal Period



As the last note faded from the air, Federation President Bradley Dillon turned to his companion. “Well?”

“I have to admit that was…very good,” the holographic entity known simply as “The Doctor” replied (Just to be clear, this “The Doctor” was the former Emergency Medical Hologram from the USS Voyager and not a 900+ year old Time Lord from Gallifrey. Thank you. Moving on…).

“Good? Z’haana Draal’s Mimi is definitive!”

“Yes, but it’s still ‘La boheme.’”

Bradley laughed. “Point taken. Next time, you can pick the performance.”

“I’ll find something appropriate, but I doubt anything in my home can match the acoustics you have here,” the Doctor said, rising from his seat in the large leather recliner across from Bradley. The two recliners, a bar, and a replicator were the only furnishings in the space actually. The rest of the room was empty, which was by design. Bradley had brought in the foremost experts in acoustics and sonic reproduction from around the quadrant to ensure that his “Music Room” was absolutely unparalleled. Hidden speakers had been perfectly focused and placed in the walls, which were covered in a special tile developed by Dillon Enterprises. The tile was currently selling well to concert halls, theaters, and the like, but Bradley had it first. There were some perks to being the CEO.

“You are more than welcome to come back here anytime,” Bradley said, standing with his guest. “You bring the recording; I’ll provide the listening space.” Really the offer went without saying, though. In the month since he had first become acquainted with the Doctor, Bradley had hosted the holographic entity on Waystation four times. He found the Doctor to be an entertaining conversationalist as well as a man of excellent taste (Although, Bradley wished those tastes extended to the pleasures of food and drink. Perhaps he would have Dillon Enterprises R&D look into the problem.). More importantly, though, the Doctor was a veritable fountain of information on Kathryn Janeway. Bradley had never been so crass and obvious as to ask the Doctor anything directly about his former captain, but, considering that he’d spent a large portion of his existence on Voyager, the Doctor’s conversation tended to naturally end up in that arena.

“But are you sure that you have to go so soon?” Bradley continued.

“I’m afraid I must. Besides I believe that you have long journey to Earth and a debate to prepare for.”

“That I do. I would offer you a ride back, but…”

“I understand. You want to keep our friendship out of the campaign. I honestly haven’t spoken to Admiral Janeway about it, not that it would be an issue, I’m sure. She would never try to dictate who my friends are.”

“Of course not,” Bradley said as they exited the Music Room out into the corridor of Bradley’s private quarters.

“But she can be a bit…moody when things aren’t going her way. She once practically locked herself in her quarters for several days when the enormity of the challenge of getting Voyager back to the Alpha Quadrant was threatening to overwhelm her.”

“Understandable under the circumstances,” Bradley said.

“I suppose,” the Doctor replied, more than a hint of disapproval evident in his voice. “There are other ways to handle issues like that, though. Especially considering she had a doctor on board programmed with a wide range of psychological knowledge. But enough of that. I have to get to my transport. Good luck in the debate, Bradley. You’ll excuse me if I don’t choose sides, though. I will get no enjoyment from watching two of my friends verbally fillet each other.”

“I’m sure it will be very civilized,” Bradley said. “From what I’ve gathered from you, your former captain is a woman of high character.”

“That she is,” the Doctor said, stepping into a turbolift. “Until we meet again, adieu.”

“And to you,” Bradley said with a slight bow before the turbolift doors closed. Bradley waited several moments, just to make sure his guest was truly gone, took a second turbolift car down a level, then wound his way through several hallways until he reached his destination: one of the five small special projects labs he maintained in the Dillon Enterprises complex.

“Did you get it?” Bradley snapped as he strode into the lab.

The room’s one occupant, a Rigellan male who was hunched over a console, stood up to his full height (which was close to two meters, so his head was nearly brushing the ceiling) and turned to Bradley beaming. “There he is!” he said far too warmly for Bradley’s tastes as he rushed over to Bradley and grabbed his hand for an enthusiastic shake. “The big man, the head guy, El Presidente!”

“Doctor Fouklok, please!” Bradley said, snatching his hand away.

“You have wonderful skin. Do you moisturize?”

“Daily. Did you get it?”

“What do you use?”

“Fouklok!”

“Yes. I got it. Now you’ve got to tell me how you get your hands to be that smooth. And soft. I could upholster a sofa with that skin…not that I would because…well…that’d be kind of gross. So what do you use?”

“I’ll have Gisele send you a case of the stuff if you’ve pulled this off,” Bradley said, pushing past Fouklok on his way to the console the Rigellan had been working at when Bradley arrived. “This was our last chance. I have to be on a ship for Earth within the hour.”

“Relax. We’re fine,” Fouklok replied.

“That’s what you said on each of the Doctor’s prior visits.”

“I needed that time to get the parameters of his program and to figure out what I was up against. The relay we mounted under his chair did just what we wanted.”

“Excellent,” Bradley said, watching the data scroll by on the screen. “But we did not reproduce him, correct?”

“No. That’s why I needed the earlier scans. We were able to separate his personality routines from his basic data storage systems and just copied the information you requested. We now know everything he knows. Wouldn’t it be amazing if we could do this with people? I mean Vulcans have the whole katra thing, but this is different. The person is gone, but the knowledge remains. And you don’t have to do any of that creepy talking to a dead guy to get it.”

“I need this downloaded into a padd,” Bradley said, ignoring Fouklok’s rambling and typing a clearance code into the console to allow the data to be downloaded out of the secure Dillon Enterprises system.

“Sure thing. But do you mind if I ask you a question?”

“What?” Bradley said, making little effort to hide his exasperation.

“If this was all you wanted, why didn’t you just get the Voyager logs? Surely most of this information is in there.”

“Yes, but they’re still classified. Even the Doctor’s memoir went through several rounds of vetting before it was allowed to be published. As President, I could request the logs, but that would be seen as abusing my office to get an advantage against my opponent. This way, I am using my private resources. Also, logs can be altered, scrubbed, and you never know if the person recording is giving all of the information. I would prefer an unedited perspective, which the Doctor’s databanks will provide.”

“Oh. I guess that makes sense,” Fouklok said, handing Bradley the padd he’d requested.

“I’m glad you think so. I appreciate your assistance, Doctor Fouklok,” Bradley said before turning to go.

“Wait. You want to grab some lunch?”

“Another time. I’ll have Gisele provide you with some gift cards to the Double D Diner, though.”

“Hey! That’s great! Thanks!”

“You’re very welcome.” Bradley ignored the ensuing monologue detailing what Fouklok planned to order for lunch and fled the lab (without looking like he was fleeing, of course). While concentrating on his speedy exit and his desire to dig into the latinum pool of information waiting for him on the padd, he almost ran into Ensign Tina Jones, who was waiting for him out in the corridor.

“Tina!” Bradley exclaimed surprised before quickly getting himself back under control. “Of course I mean, Ensign,” he said more calmly. “To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?”

“Gisele said I might be able to find you here.”

“And so you did,” Bradley replied, making a mental note to have a word with his assistant. As much as he enjoyed Jones’s presence, now really wasn’t a good time. Her opinion of him would no doubt be diminished if she’d walked into the lab just a few moments earlier. “What can I do for you?”

“Um…I’m guessing you’re going to be leaving for Earth soon.”

“I’m actually due to depart within the hour.”

“Well, I was hoping that…I mean, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like…to come with you.”

Bradley stared at her for a few moments without realizing he was doing so.

Jones turned away. “I’m sorry. It was just an idea. I didn’t…”

“No,” Bradley said quickly, placing his hand on her arm. “I would be honored if you would accompany me. It just…wasn’t what I was expecting. Are you sure want to do this? And that Captain Beck would approve of you being away for so long? Earth isn’t exactly right around the corner.”

“I have plenty of leave saved up. It’s not like I take a lot of vacations,” Jones said. “Besides, after what happened before the last debate, I want to make sure that you actually get to this one,” she added with a slight smile.

“Then it’s settled,” Bradley said.

“I’ll go grab my stuff,” Jones said excitedly then dashed toward the nearest turbolift.

Now that was an interesting turn of events, Bradley thought. But as pleased as he was that Jones wanted to join him, he knew that he couldn’t let her become a distraction. As it was, the delays in getting the information from the Doctor’s program had cut Bradley’s preparation time for the debate shorter than he would have liked, but at least he now had the data in hand. If the people of the Federation wanted to elect Kathryn Janeway their leader, he was going to show them exactly what kind of leader they were going to get.



TEN DAYS LATER -



Bradley hadn’t spent a lot of time with her during the trip to Earth, not that Ensign Jones expected him to. He was running behind Janeway in the polls, so this debate was crucial for him. Jones couldn’t help feeling a certain amount of guilt about that situation. She wasn’t egotistical enough to believe that she’d changed the course of the election, but she also knew that Bradley missed the first debate scheduled between the presidential candidates (the serious ones, at any rate. Nobody cared what that quack from the Path of Khan party had to say.) because he returned to Waystation after hearing that Jones had disappeared. And to top that, he’d ended up rescuing her from her psychotic secret admirer.

Jones couldn’t begin to guess how she could repay Bradley for that, not that he ever remotely implied that he wanted repayment in any way. After the whole kidnapping thing, Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter told Jones that he actually suspected Bradley was her secret admirer until the truth was discovered. Commander Morales had been ready to toss Bradley in the brig as soon as Porter presented the idea to the command crew.

It wasn’t Bradley, though, and honestly Jones didn’t know how she would have reacted if it was. The idea had never even crossed her mind. Bradley Dillon did not seem to be the sort of man who would resort to sending anonymous gifts. If he had an interest in someone romantically, Jones imagined that he would be rather forward in his efforts to sweep whoever it was off of her feet. He was a multi-billionaire. He could do a hell of a lot better than a bouquet of flowers and some old car.

But then there was the rescue. He came alone, risking his life, to save her. It may not have been intended as a romantic gesture (even though in Jones’s mind it certainly qualified as romantic), but it meant a lot all the same. And now she hoped that in some small way her attending the debate and supporting him would show her gratitude.

She wasn’t sure how that plan was going, though. While Bradley would have dinner with her in the evenings during the trip, for the most part he had been sequestered in his study with his campaign manager, Donna Lymon. He was friendly enough during their meals together (which is more than could be said for Donna Lymon. She never missed an opportunity to shoot a dirty look at Jones when they passed each other in the corridors of Bradley’s yacht.), and their conversations were always engaging. Still they never approached anything resembling depth. Jones couldn’t say why exactly, since Bradley was as warm and charming as ever, but she just had this feeling that Bradley’s mind was really focused elsewhere. Considering the importance of this, the last debate, though, she couldn’t blame him.

So now, with several hours still to go until the start of said debate, she sat by herself in the auditorium of Kathryn Janeway High School in Bloomington, Indiana as preparations for the event continued on the stage in front of her and reporters from the various news outlets staked out their positions. Bradley was somewhere doing final preparations of his own with Donna Lymon. There wasn’t anything Jones could do to help and no one else she really know, so Jones just sat.

A bit of movement in the corner of her eye caught her attention, though she quickly wished it hadn’t. AWN News reporter Joan Redding was heading right toward her. Despite being a familiar face, Redding was not someone Jones had any urge to hang out with at the moment…or ever really. The two hadn’t ever been exactly cordial. That situation stretched back almost 5 years to shortly after Redding’s arrival on the station when she decided to take Hypple, Jones’s Multek assistant, back to Multos to get an exclusive, despite the fact that the Multek Enclave as a whole wasn’t yet aware that other life in the universe existed. Jones managed to stop Redding. She also punched Redding out, something that she wasn’t exactly proud of. Okay, she was, but she knew that she shouldn’t be. Ever since then, they’d generally maintained a professional distance from each other, only interacting when necessary.

Bugging Jones here definitely did not qualify as necessary.

Unless Redding was going to ask about…

“So word is that you arrived with the President,” Redding said, perching herself on the chair beside Jones. “Care to comment on your relationship?”

Yep. That’s what she was asking about.

“Bradley and I…” Jones stopped herself. You used his first name? Real good, Jones. Try again. “The President and I are friends. I’m just here for the debate.”

“So no canoodling on Fed Force One?”

“No. And we didn’t come in Fed Force One.”

“Why? Were you interrupted in the middle of things?”

It took Jones several seconds of confusion to figure out what Redding was hinting at. Or not hinting really.

“Not that kind of come!” Jones shouted…way too loudly judging by the fact that everyone in the auditorium was now staring at her. “Our relationship is strictly plutoic,” Jones hissed.

“Platonic,” Redding corrected.

“Whatever.”

“But you are friends. That’s no secret,” Redding said as the rest of the room’s occupants, seeing that there was no more excitement forthcoming, returned to their regularly-scheduled activities.

“I already said that we were.”

“Then maybe you can help me with something.”

“I’m not going behind Bradley’s back to a reporter.”

“I’m not asking you to…if you don’t want to. But there are people who believe that the voters have a right to know what the candidates are hiding before we hand them the reins of power, and right now Bradley Dillon is hiding a very big secret.”

“We’re not that close,” Jones said. “He wouldn’t tell me his secrets.”

“So you have no idea why he missed the first debate?”

Jones almost reflexively said no, but then stopped herself. Suddenly she knew what she could do for Bradley. No one understood why he’d skipped the first debate with Janeway, and Bradley probably didn’t want to look like he was making excuses by telling the story himself. But there was no reason Jones could think of why she couldn’t talk about it.

So, rather than saying no, Jones instead asked, “Where’s your cameraman?”



Some distance away, in one of the high school classrooms that had been set aside as a dressing room/waiting area, Bradley Dillon and Donna Lymon sat reviewing the notes downloaded from the Doctor’s program yet one more time.

“You’re sure you’ve got it all?” Lymon asked.

“By this point, I feel like I was trapped on the damn ship with them,” Bradley replied.

“Because we don’t know what you’re going to be asked about. If you’re going to be able to use this information, you have to…”

“I know what I have to do,” Bradley said, tossing the padd aside as he leapt from his chair and began to pace. “I just want to get on with it.”

“So does Janeway, I’m sure. We couldn’t have given her any more of a home field advantage if we’d had the debate in her living room.”

“It won’t matter,” Bradley said distractedly.

“Tell that to the audience of rabid Janeway supporters that’s sure to be out in that auditorium. And if you don’t think that their responses are going to have some effect on the people watching across the Federation, you’re crazy.”

“I assure you that I’m not crazy,” Bradley said. “I’m…” He trailed off as his attention was grabbed by the image on the holovision that had been set up on the teacher’s desk for their convenience. “What are they doing?”

“Who?” Lymon said, turning to the holovision. “An AWN exclusive? Who are they interviewing? No. No no. It’s Janeway. She gave them a pre-debate exclusive to… Hey! That’s…”

“Tina,” Bradley finished as Lymon rushed over and turned up the volume.

“What the hell is she doing?” Lymon asked.

“…I am a security officer on Waystation, a Federation outpost in Sector 41.25. That’s out near the Beta Quadrant,” Jones was explaining.

“Waystation is also the home of Federation President Bradley Dillon,” Joan Redding said.

“Yes.”

“And you and the president are friends.”

“Yes. We’ve known each other for a long time…ever since he moved to Waystation.”

“So he told you then why he missed the first debate.”

“No,” Jones said. Bradley could see Redding blanch, but he knew what was coming next.

“But you…”

“I was the reason he missed the first debate,” Jones continued. “On the day of the debate, I was…kidnapped by an alien being. Bradley was the one who found and rescued me.”

“He rescued you?”

“Yes,” Jones said firmly. “And he had to fight a robot to do it. Well, it was the alien in a robot suit, but it was still really dangerous.”

“You’re serious.”

“Yes! Ask any of the Waystation command crew, and they’ll tell you what happened. Bradley turned his ship around as soon as he heard that I was missing. He came back, and he saved me, even though it meant missing the debate.”

“If this is true, why didn’t he tell anyone?”

“Because it wasn’t any of their business,” Bradley said softly.

“You’d have to ask him,” Jones said. “But I think it’s because he didn’t want me to think he was using me for his campaign. Bradley, if you’re watching, I don’t think that. And in front of everybody, I want to say thank you. I don’t know what would have happened to me if you hadn’t gotten there. I’m always going to remember what you did for me.”

“There you have it, ladies and gentlemen,” Redding said. “According to Starfleet Officer Tina Jones, President Dillon missed the first debate because he was off being a hero. AWN will be working to confirm the details of Ensign Jones’s story as the evening progresses, but, if true, it certainly puts those events into a new light. This has been Joan Redding with an AWN exclusive, and we’ll see you back here for the start of the debate.”

Bradley and Lymon were silent for several moments as AWN went back to their regular programming until…

“HA!” Lymon exclaimed.

“What are you screeching about?” Bradley snapped in irritation.

“That’s called cheering, Mister President. Your friend may have just saved this campaign.”

“I didn’t want her to do that.”

“Too bad. She did. I’m going to have to fight the urge to kiss her next time I see her.”

“I need to talk to her,” Bradley said, heading for the door.

“No, you don’t,” Lymon said, grabbing Bradley’s arm. “You can’t be seen with her yet. Let what she said settle in with the voters. Right now you’ve got one job. Destroy Janeway. We’ve worked too hard on this for you to get distracted now.”

“Tina…”

“…was trying to help you. Don’t blow it.”

“I will not blow it if I talk to her.”

“Dammit, Bradley! Listen to me!”

“How dare you raise your voice to me!”

“It seems to be the only thing that gets through to you,” Lymon shot back. “Now are you going to do what I say and let me manage this campaign, or am I walking out of here?”

Bradley’s scowl deepened, but he said nothing. Instead, he scooped the padd back up as he sat back in his chair.

“Thank you,” Lymon said, taking the seat opposite him. “Look on the bright side. You can pretend that Janeway is me and take it out on her during the debate.”

“Physical violence against your opponent is generally frowned upon,” Bradley replied darkly.

“I guess Janeway and I should both be grateful for that,” Lymon said. “Let’s go over this one more time.”



Joan Redding may have gotten her exclusive scoop before the debate, but the debate itself was time for the big dogs to play. Redding and AWN hadn’t quite reached that level, which was why August reporter Sokaw of the Federation News Network was moderating the evening’s debate. The Vulcan had been anchoring evening news broadcasts on FNN since the days of James T. Kirk and showed no signs of retiring any time soon. He was a statesman of journalism with a deep voice that projected authority and intelligence.

Redding hated him with every fiber of her being. But there was nothing for her to do but watch as he began the evening’s event.

“Good evening and welcome to the second scheduled Presidential debate between the Republicrat nominee, Admiral Kathryn Janeway, formerly of Starfleet, and the Federation Party nominee and incumbent, President Bradley Dillon.”

On cue, Bradley and Janeway entered from opposite sides of the stage, shook hands in the center, then moved to their respective podiums to the sound of applause filling the auditorium. As the din subsided, Sokaw continued, “While this is the second scheduled debate, tonight’s event is the first to actually occur, so we will have a great deal of ground to cover. I will moderate tonight’s debate following rules worked out by representatives of the candidates. Each candidate will have a two-minute opening statement. I will then ask a series of questions, all of them chosen by me alone. I have told no one what the subjects or the questions will be. For each question, candidates will be given a two-minute period in which to respond. Does either candidate have any questions about the format before we begin?”

“I do not,” Bradley said.

“No,” Janeway said. “But I do want to thank you, Mister Sokaw, for agreeing to moderate these debates. I’m sure President Dillon feels the same.”

Bradley nodded, making a mental note to grab the next opportunity to spontaneously thank someone that arose. While Sokaw couldn’t care less about Janeway’s platitudes, the voters would add considerate to Janeway’s lists of admirable (no pun intended) traits.

Sokaw nodded as well, acknowledging Janeway’s remarks, then continued on, “Admiral Janeway, as the challenger, you will make your opening statement first.”

“Thank you,” Janeway said. “First off, let me say what an honor and a pleasure it is to be here, back in my hometown and my alma mater, for this debate. The people of Bloomington have given me the warmest of receptions, and I am grateful to you all for your kindness and hospitality. My crew and I found that those two concepts were in short supply in the Delta Quadrant as we made our 70,000 light year journey home. And while I already knew what it meant to command, my time on Voyager taught me what it truly meant to lead. Leadership cannot be learned in the classroom; it must come from experience. Now that I have returned to my home in the Alpha Quadrant, I wish to put my experience to work for the people of the United Federation of Planets. Like the Delta Quadrant, our own backyard can be a place lacking in kindness and hospitality. The Federation, however, is a beacon of those traits as well as many others. We must work together to expand the reach of our beacon and to show those who might wish us ill the force for good in the universe we represent while at the same time reminding them in no uncertain terms that we possess the power and the will to oppose them should they attempt to do us or those we protect harm. Thank you.”

Janeway’s brief opening was met with thunderous applause, which didn’t surprise Bradley in the slightest. It was her home crowd after all. He smiled graciously as the audience showed their delight at her comments, all the while reviewing his strategy. She’d done exactly what he’d expected. Brief remarks designed to make him look like a speechifying blowhard if he went on and on. Sticking to Voyager to emphasize her hero credentials. And not a real issue in the lot. That was fine. The issues would come during the questioning.

“Mister President,” Sokaw said, turning to Bradley. “Your opening statement.”

“Thank you, Sokaw. Ladies, gentlemen, and multi or differently gendered beings of the Federation, my esteemed opponent and I come to you tonight from a bastion of education, a site where young minds are molded and prepared before they move on to face the forge of adulthood. As my opponent has noted, she has been through one of the fiercest forges any of us could imagine where she was thrust into a situation well beyond any that her prior career in Starfleet had prepared her for. Four years ago I too was thrust into a strange and daunting situation, but with the utmost confidence and desire to serve, I took the reins of the United Federation of Planets and did my utmost to guide her through the length of my term. We have had four years of relative peace, highlighted by improving relations with the Romulan Empire and the beginnings of a new Federation-friendly regime on Cardassia. Peace has led to prosperity, with new trade routes and markets opening at a rapid clip. And with prosperity has come a better life for our citizens, allowing us to continue to move forward in the areas of science and exploration. But this is not to say that there have not been challenges. We have faced threats from the Romulans and the Collectors. We have endured disease and natural disasters on our member worlds. And we have done so together. It has been my honor to serve you for these last four years, and I am confident that my administration has been a force for positive change. The past four years have been ones of wonderful accomplishments, and I am eager to see what more we can achieve together in the next four. Thank you.”

The resulting applause was enthusiastic. Not at the level Janeway received, but strong all the same. And a few cheers told Bradley that he had some supporters in the crowd. It was a start, and he’d given Janeway her due, which was more than she had done for him. The opening gambits were now complete. It was time for the true match to begin.



The first few questions were soft lobs. Just the warm-ups before the true sparring began. Bradley tried to control his impatience. He wanted to go right in for the kill, but he knew that he needed to keep things gentle at first. Coming out swinging would just make him seem vicious. So he bided his time until…

“…and for our next question, we will begin with Admiral Janeway. One part of Starfleet’s charter is exploration. While no one would say that we should give this up entirely, there are those who feel that the expansion of the Federation that seems to inevitably occur after exploration is damaging to our way of life. Resources are expended to support new members and defend ever-expanding borders. Should we then consider limits to our expansion and reducing the number of new worlds to which we grant membership?”

“That’s an interesting question, Sokaw,” Janeway replied. “On Voyager we certainly dealt with issues rising from limited resources; however, I do not see that as a problem on a Federation-wide scale. New members bring resources of their own as well as new technologies and knowledge that enrich our society as a whole. Yes, there are certainly trade-offs, but I cannot see denying the benefits of the Federation to any world that desires them.”

“Mister President?” Sokaw asked.

“While I agree with my opponent that new members bring benefits as well as providing new trade markets to existing Federation worlds, I would not be quite as free with distributing member status on worlds we have only recently encountered. Membership in the Federation is a great responsibility for our member worlds, but the bestowing the mantle of that membership on others is perhaps an even greater one. The technology alone that we possess could, in the wrong hands, greatly affect an entire world, star system, or even an entire region. We must be very careful to ensure that potential new members are worthy of our trust, for rash decisions can have horrible consequences, as my opponent learned many times on her journey home. One must only look to her experiences with the Vaadwaur to see that. This species had preyed upon its neighbors for centuries before being defeated and put into stasis. Admiral Janeway and her crew revived them without gathering all of the facts about their crimes, setting several of their ships loose on the Delta Quadrant before she discovered the error of her actions. Situations such as this are why we must be vigilant. Imagine if she had gone as far as to give the Vaadwaur advanced Federation technology just as she did with a violent hunter race called the Hirogen. As a result of the technology she gave them, a group of homicidal holograms was released on another section of the Delta Quadrant, resulting in the deaths of several innocent beings. So yes, the Federation is the pinnacle of governments in the known galaxy and, as such, will attract many worlds that will desire membership; however, granting membership status is a grave responsibility which must be undertaken with proper consideration, investigation, and restraint.”

Bradley could see the flash of shock in Janeway’s eyes before she regained her composure. He so wanted to ask, “Something wrong, Admiral?” But, of course, he couldn’t. Time to see if she would be able to respond.



Several more questions passed, and so far Janeway hadn’t shown any sign that she had the ammunition to hit Bradley the way he’d slammed her. Time to press his advantage.

“….Admiral, I cannot help but note that both you and President Dillon are humans, thereby ensuring that the next president of the Federation will be human as well,” Sokaw said. “This is, of course, barring an unforeseen challenge from one of the minor parties. Assuming for the moment, however, that a human will be President and governing from the human homeworld, how will you ensure that your administration addresses the concerns of the diverse population of the Federation?”

“I’m glad you asked that, Sokaw, because I believe diversity was one of the hallmarks of Voyager and is greatly responsible for our successful return to the Alpha Quadrant. From the moment of our arrival in the Delta Quadrant, we were faced with a situation where two crews were going to have to live as one. I brought the Maquis on board and integrated them into my crew. Their diverse backgrounds and often diverging opinions became a vital resource that I could rely on for information and counsel. Along the way, we also brought members of other species into the fold, including a Talaxian, an Ocampa, and a Borg drone that we liberated from the Collective.”

“A human drone,” Sokaw said.

“Yes, but she saw herself as Borg. My point is that I have already led a diverse populace and welcome the opportunity to do so again. I have no doubt that the members of my cabinet will show a great deal of diversity as I choose the best and brightest from across the quadrant to join me in forging a bold new direction for our citizens.”

“President Dillon?”

“Before I respond to the question, one comment,” Bradley said. “Considering that our path for the last four years has been one of peace and prosperity, I have to ask just what this bold new direction Admiral Janeway intends to send us down is?”

Bradley’s comment elicited a fair amount of chuckles and some applause from the audience.

“That was not the question, though,” he continued. “As you no doubt are aware, Mister Sokaw, my cabinet already contains a great deal of diversity, starting with my Vice President, Heran Roloi, from Betazed and moving through the other posts including the head of Starfleet, Fleet Admiral Nosira Ra’al from Hinaree.”

In the audience, Ra’al flinched. Bradley had just used her to bolster his own side. How dare he!

“In fact, I believe that you will find only two other humans in the upper echelons of my cabinet,” Bradley said. “Diversity is not an issue for me. I have already chosen the best beings for the jobs, and I stand by those decisions, as I am sure Admiral Janeway stands by the decisions she made about Voyager’s command structure while in the Delta Quadrant. She placed several members of the Maquis in key positions, including Helm, Chief Engineer, and even First Officer. Fortunately only one, the Cardassian spy Seska, was disloyal to Janeway and tried to destroy Voyager; otherwise, with half of the command crew not from Starfleet, the Admiral could have very easily lost her ship. But the Admiral chose the best people. Her First Officer, Chakotay, went so far as to stop her from committing the cold-blooded murder of a Starfleet Officer, Crewman Noah Lessing of the Starship Equinox, even though it meant Janeway briefly removed him from duty.”

The flash of shock lasted a bit longer this time. Bradley worried that he may have pushed a little too hard with the “cold- blooded murder” remark, but with any luck she was too staggered to realize that she had the perfect opportunity to object. Sokaw was starting into his next question now, so her chance was gone. Too bad, Admiral.



In a bar in San Francisco, a man winced.

The occupant of the stool next to him, noticing the movement, looked the man over.

“You’re from that Voyager ship, aren’t you?”

“Yeah,” the man said.

“Kim somebody.”

“Harry Kim.”

“Yeah. So you were there. Is what Dillon just said true? Your captain really try to murder another officer?”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Yeah, sure it isn’t,” the man at the next stool said skeptically.

They were silent for a moment.

“You still an ensign?” the man said.

Kim just glared at him.

“Yeah, I thought so.”



“….I would be remiss in my duties as moderator if I did not bring up what is perhaps the greatest threat facing our way of life, and that is the Borg. Admiral Janeway, you have faced the Borg many times in your career, so I will start with you. If elected, how would you further prepare the Federation to deal with the Collective?”

“Let me start by saying that I’m not certain there is a Collective left to deal with,” Janeway replied. “After Voyager’s last encounter with the Borg, we left the Collective in ruins and quite possibly destroyed them altogether. However, I am not so arrogant as to assume the Borg are gone completely. My experiences with the Collective have taught me to never underestimate their abilities. Therefore, one of my first actions as President would be to appoint Annika Hansen, or Seven of Nine as we know her, as my Special Adviser on the Borg. From there, we would strive to ensure that all of the data on the Collective gathered during Voyager’s journey home was disseminated to the appropriate Starfleet personnel, so that counter-measures can be developed. The Collective is not invincible, and I am certain that we have the information we need to keep the Federation safe from assimilation.”

“President Dillon?”

“I appreciate how you phrased this question, Sokaw. You said further prepare, which is really the accurate situation. The Federation has been preparing for an eventual Borg incursion for years now. My predecessors in the office of President started this process, and I have continued it because, despite the damage Admiral Janeway caused to the Collective, we cannot assume that the threat has passed. From the moment of Voyager’s return home, the information it had gathered was indeed disseminated to the foremost experts in the Federation. In the Federation, mind you. Not just Starfleet. And we have added that knowledge to our pool of information. Believe it or not, ships other than Voyager have encountered the Borg. While Admiral Janeway was away, the Borg did attempt to assimilate Earth, an attempt that failed due to the efforts of Jean-Luc Picard and the crew of the Enterprise. Federation policy continues to state that we will search for any and all methods by which we can either destroy the Collective or prevent its unrelenting assault on the worlds of the galaxy. Admiral Janeway herself encountered several promising offensive weapons against the Borg. The beings known by the Borg as Species 8472 showed themselves to be resistant to Borg nanoprobes…at least until the Admiral gave the Borg a way to alter their nanoprobes to work against 8472 in exchange for safe passage through BorgSpace. Of course, this turned 8472 against us, and the Borg attempted to assimilate Voyager anyway. In later encounters, Voyager discovered a species that had developed a virus designed to infect Borg vinculums and another that had developed anti-Borg pathogens. While her contact with the species in question did involve interfering with said species’ efforts to damage the Borg, we do appreciate the information Voyager brought back and are actively pursuing all avenues that have been presented to us.”

Janeway nodded and forced a smile in acknowledgment of the compliment, backhanded as it was. What else could she do? Any other response would just seem defensive.



After a few more questions, the debate was drawing to a close. Janeway had held it together, but the smiles that came so easily at the beginning of the debate were gone. She’d stumbled over her answer in the last question on economic growth as well. Focusing too hard on her response, Bradley knew. Rookie mistake, but easy enough to do when you’re rattled.

And Janeway, whether she was showing it on her face or not, was indeed rattled.

“We are coming to the end of our allotted time,” Sokow said, “so I will ask each of the candidates to make their closing statements. Again, please observe the two minute time limit in your statements. Admiral Janeway, we will begin with you.”

Here we go. Time to see if Janeway had it in her to recover from what she just endured and sent a coherent message to the voters.

“Thank you,” Janeway said, before taking a long pause. “A lot of people have asked me why I decided to enter this race. To be honest, I’ve asked myself the same question. But in the years since I returned from the Delta Quadrant, I’ve seen a Federation greatly in need of a change of direction, and I believe that I can provide that change. I…” Janeway stopped and shook her head. “There’s a lot of things that I’m supposed to say here. Platitudes I’m supposed to offer, but after what’s happened here tonight I can’t do that. I won’t stand by while my accomplishments are attacked by this…man.” She turned toward Bradley. “You have no idea what we went through in the Delta Quadrant! You’ve never had to face a real life-or-death decision! The Federation is a toy to you! The whole timeline is a toy to you! Or do you expect people to forget that you ran off for a year and ended up in the 21st century? I did not stand for having my actions questioned by my crew and I certainly won’t listen to it from the likes of you! I brought my ship home! I defeated the Borg! And now I’m stuck behind a desk spouting exposition! People should be spouting exposition to me! Meanwhile, what have you done? Found new ways to increase your company’s profits and broken the Temporal Prime Directive! What the Federation needs now is real leadership. Not to be herded toward oblivion by a man out for nothing but his own personal gain! On Election Day, the voters will show you what leadership means, Mister Dillon. They will throw out your illegitimate presidency and put in someone with true command experience: ME!” Janeway caught herself before she could scream any more. Then, after two deeps breaths, ended with an almost muttered, “Thank you, and I appreciate your support.”

Sokow looked down his nose at the Admiral for a few moments, leading Bradley to once again note that Vulcans, despite their insistence that they did not show emotions, sure had disdain down to a science. “President Dillon,” Sokow said finally.

Bradley stepped out from behind his podium, a breach of protocol to be sure, but it made it easier to woo the audience. “Thank you, Mister Moderator. And I would like to thank you all for your attention this evening. Debates as part of the political process go back literally thousands of years, and it is through this format that you, the voters, truly get to see what we stand for and, perhaps more importantly, get to know who we are. I would also like to thank my opponent, Kathryn Janeway, for a hard-fought and lively exchange this evening. But I must once again ask her what this change of direction is that she feels we so desperately need. Think back over the last four years and ask yourself, ‘Has my life gotten worse?’ For some of you, it undoubtedly has. I’m not so much of an idealist as to believe that I can be all things to all people. However, I do believe that I have done my best for the citizens of the United Federation of Planets. I was not going to discuss my trip to the past at the Directors’ behest, but since my opponent has brought it up, I will address her remarks. I do not count myself as a hero, but what happened very likely saved us all from an incursion by the Critics. Was there a Temporal Prime Directive violation? Probably. But considering what was at stake, I stand by my actions. I have no doubt that my opponent would have done the same. According to her own logs, a future version of herself came back to Voyager and altered the timeline to save only two of her crewman for personal reasons. And in another instance, she risked giving knowledge of the future to a Romulan commander from decades ago just to get personal messages back to Federation space. We will not dwell on the Temporal Prime Directive implications of that. Instead I wish to close tonight with a discussion of the future: our future. Despite my opponent’s objections, I am proud of the direction we are heading. Internally, we are seeing an unparalleled period of prosperity. Relations with our galactic neighbors are at the most peaceful we have experienced in our lifetimes. What is required now is that we take fullest advantage of the opportunity we have to continue to improve the quality of life within the Federation and beyond. I have had the honor over the past four years to lead our people on this course. To slip into business parlance for a moment, you may not have hired me, but now you, the voters, must determine how you feel about the job I have done. Think about your lives. And then decide if we’re ready for this unknown new direction of which my opponent speaks. Thank you, all.”



It was supposed to be a party. The first of many, Fleet Admiral Nosira Ra’al had assumed. Kathryn Janeway had a reputation as a strong leader and an able speaker. Plus she was in a high school named after her in her own damn home town. How much simpler could this be?

But it hadn’t worked out that way. Maybe that’s what the universe had decided to present Ra’al with for being cocky about Janeway’s prospects.

No.

This was all Bradley Dillon’s fault.

“How did he know so much?” Ra’al muttered as she, Janeway, and Abraham Carter, the chairman of the Republicrat Party sat at one of the tables in the school cafeteria commiserating about the (let’s face it) ass-kicking they’d just endured.

“About what?” Carter asked.

“Voyager,” Ra’al said. “Those logs are classified.”

“He is the Commander-In-Chief,” Janeway said. “If he wanted those logs, he could get them.”

“I’ve had the access monitored. No one has pulled them in months. There were some initial requests from reporters when your candidacy was first announced, but we denied them all and steered them to the records we did release. Wait! We can go after him for revealing classified information!”

“Wouldn’t that make us look petty?” Janeway said.

“Incredibly,” Carter said. “Not that it could hurt us much after what you just pulled.”

“What I pulled?” Janeway said. “I didn’t ‘pull’ anything.”

“You let Dillon get to you.”

“I didn’t appreciate the way he presented some of the events from Voyager. We should release the full logs, so the truth will be out.”

“Trust me. You don’t want to do that,” Ra’al said.

“Why not?”

“We don’t need to give the Federation party more ammunition against you. And we still don’t know for sure that the logs are where Dillon got the information in the first place.”

“What about him?” Carter asked, gesturing across the subdued room toward the holographic Doctor. “Word is that he’s become pretty chummy with Dillon.”

“To the point if giving him every detail of every incident of our journey home? I refuse to believe that,” Janeway said.

“Ask him.”

“I will not.”

“He’s coming over. Ask him,” Carter insisted.

“Congratulations, Admiral,” the Doctor said warmly as he stepped up to the table. “It was a spirited exchange.”

“Thank you, Doctor, but it’s just Kathryn now. And I’m not sure that congratulations are in order.”

“The President did seem to be in rare form tonight. I have to say that I was honestly surprised. He’s never indicated to me that he was that familiar with our experiences on Voyager.”

“He probably wasn’t until he met you,” Carter muttered.

“I don’t like what you are insinuating, sir.”

“And I don’t like betrayal,” Carter shot back. “This woman was your captain. Your friend! And you…”

“That’s enough!” Janeway said. “I’m sure the Doctor wouldn’t do anything to harm my campaign.”

“Thank you, Kathryn,” the Doctor said. “Now it’s true that I have become friends with President Dillon, but I have found him to be a man of great character and charm. Our conversations have mostly centered around music and theater.” He stared pointedly at Carter. “It’s called culture. When my time on Voyager has been discussed, which isn’t often, it is generally in cultural terms. And I can assure you that, despite his position, I have never divulged any classified information. Nor would I.”

“I know, Doctor,” Janeway said.

“Then how did he know so much?” Ra’al asked.

“It doesn’t matter. He beat us, so we move on. What’s our next step, Mister Carter?”

“After your meltdown on live holovision? Damage control,” Carter said, getting up from the table. “But before we start that, I recommend some heavy drinking.” And with that, he headed off to the bar that had been set up against the rear wall of the cafeteria to take his own advice.



High above Indiana, a far more festive occasion was underway in a ballroom in the Earthrise Hotel located on the public docking facility hovering in a geosynchronous orbit above the North American continent. The event planners of the Federation Party had decided to hold its post-debate soiree well away from the site of the actual debate in the belief that they would need a place to sulk far from the taunts and jeers of Janeway’s exuberant supporters.

How quickly things can change.

Now the party planners were scrambling to make sure they had enough food, drinks, servers, and “Dillon for President” paraphernalia to keep their own exuberant supporters satisfied.

One person who was definitely satisfied was Bradley Dillon, standing at the edge of it all surveying the revelry with a glass of champagne in one hand as he shook hands with a constant stream of well-wishers with the other. He spotted Ensign Jones standing a short distance away, smiling as she watched him. Bradley extricated himself from his current conversation and made his way over to her.

“Quite a night,” Jones said.

“That it was. Oh, if I were you, I would keep an eye out for Ms. Lymon. She seems determined to find you,” Bradley said.

“What for?” Jones asked anxiously.

“Something about kissing you. Your statement this afternoon made her very happy, to say the least.”

“I didn’t do it for her.”

“I hope you know that I didn’t want you to do that.”

“I do,” Jones said. “But I wanted to. People should know what really happened.”

“Well, Ms. Lymon believes you may have saved my campaign.”

“I think you pretty much took care of that on your own tonight. If I’d known you were going to beat Janeway so badly I would have saved my announcement until you really needed it,” Jones said with chuckle.

“All the same, I did appreciate the thought behind it. Thank you.”

“It was my pleasure,” Jones said. She looked out at the center of the ballroom where several people were dancing. “So…I know this probably isn’t protocol, but…”

“Mister Dillon!” an urgent voice called from the crowd. Bradley’s assistant, Gisele, suddenly broke through the dancers, rushing over to Bradley and Jones’s position. “Here you are, sir.”

“Yes, I am,” Bradley said. “Is there a problem?”

“Doctor Fouklok is on the comm from Waystation.”

“Fouklok? Is the man insane? Take a message.”

“He says it’s urgent, and he will only speak to you.”

“Very well,” Bradley said with a roll of his eyes before he turned to Jones. “I apologize for this, Tina. I’ll be back in a moment, I’m sure.” Bradley followed Gisele to the exit, his Special Secret Section agents falling into step beside him, and back to his private study on his yacht where his desk monitor indicate that a comm was waiting on hold. He settled into his chair, steeling himself for whatever minor crisis the scientist had inflated to emergency status, then opened the comm channel.

“What is it, Doctor Fouklok?”

“That’s some great hold music you’ve got there,” Fouklok exclaimed. “What is that?”

“I am rather busy, Fouklok. What did you need to speak to me about?”

“There’s a problem with the Doctor data.”

“I already used the data. How could there be a problem? Is it inaccurate?” Bradley didn’t see how that was possible, since Janeway never corrected him, but if he’d just spent the evening spouting wrong information…

“No no. It’s fine. It’s just…we got too much.”

“What do you mean too much?”

“We got him.”

“Him? You copied all of the Doctor?”

“Enough,” Fouklok said. “His program has been recompiling itself in our databanks. I don’t know if the complete personality is there, but there’s definitely some kind of sentient activity going on.”

“How did this happen?” Bradley demanded. “You assured me that we were just copying the Doctor’s knowledge.”

Fouklok shrugged. “This was new stuff, man.” He started laughing. “It’s not an exact science!”

“Fouklok!”

“Sorry, Mister Dillon. I just wanted you to know before the Doctor Junior pops out of a holo-emitter somewhere in the complex.”

“That can’t happen.”

“Well, probably not, but it could…”

“No. It CANNOT happen. Delete the program.”

Fouklok jerked back. “What? But he’s sentient!”

“DELETE HIM!” Bradley thundered.



“Anything wrong?” Ensign Jones asked as Bradley rejoined her in the ballroom.

“Not at all. Just some minor business to attend to. Now then, if I’m not completely mistaken, before I was called away, you were about to ask me to dance.”

Jones blushed. “I…it was a thought.”

“And an excellent one at that. I would love to,” Bradley said, extending his hand to her. Jones took it and allowed herself to be led out onto the dance floor. Bradley moved with all the poise and grace she always expected he would, and, as she struggled to keep up with him, she was overcome by a feeling.

The feeling of being swept off of her feet.



END



The author would like to acknowledge the true source of President Dillon’s information, the prosecution sections of The Court- Martial of Kathryn Janeway (http://www.treknation.com/articles/court_marshall_janeway_intro .shtml) written by Sara Rose and David E. Sluss.






Can Your Camel Hold One More Straw?



He was going to say something. Captain Lisa Beck could just see it on Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter’s face as the pair stood in Docking Bay Three watching the Starfleet survey craft touch down on the flight deck and go through its power-down procedures.

She put a calming hand on his upper arm. “It’s not their fault.”

“I know,” Porter replied through gritted teeth.

“You can’t blame them.”

“I know.” Porter’s teeth-grinding had become audible.

“You wouldn’t want them yelling at you if the situation was reversed.”

“I know!” Did a piece of enamel just fly out of his mouth?

The hatch of the survey craft opened, and a small parade of seven officers wearing the blue collars of Starfleet Sciences emerged from the vessel and descended the three stairs to the deck. Beck gave Porter’s arm a squeeze then stepped over to the group. Before she could launch into her welcome speech, one of the officers, a dark-haired woman, who seconds before had been laughing and joking with her colleagues, turned on Beck, all-business.

“Commander Teague,” she said crisply by way of an introduction. “I’m sure you’re busy, Captain. I know I am. So we won’t take up much of your time. Just give us some bunks for the night, and we’ll be on our way to the site in the morning.”

Beck exchanged a quick glance with Porter, mainly to make sure that he wasn’t about to launch into a tirade before she could respond to Commander Teague’s…charming greeting. Satisfied that he was holding his tongue for the moment, Beck forced a wan smile at Teague. “I appreciate your concern about my time, Commander, but I think you’re skipping over a little bit of your itinerary. We have a briefing scheduled for you on our findings thus far, so if you will…”

“We’ve read your science officer’s reports. We don’t have any questions. Frankly, we’d have preferred to have skipped this stop entirely and just gone on to the site itself so that we could get some actual work done, but Starfleet Sciences insisted that we drop by. Please tell me that you’re not going to force us to waste our time any further by listening to some incomplete scan readings and ignorant speculations about the subspace structure from this Porter guy.”

“‘This Porter guy,’ as you call him, is standing right there,” Beck said.

“Yeah. I thought that was probably him. So?”

“So?” Beck shot back, forgetting about Porter’s potential anger for a moment and concentrating on controlling her own.

“So this should be my mission!” Porter shouted. Whoops. Maybe forgetting about his potential anger wasn’t such a good idea. It had gone from potential to actual. “I found the Space Lodge!”

“The residents of Hauser Colony found it,” Teague said.

“I entered it first!”

“Your First Officer was there, and it was already occupied.”

“I did the first investigation and analysis!”

“You were captured and forced to work on an alien machine you knew nothing about. It’s a miracle you didn’t blow the place up.”

“Well…I didn’t,” Porter said, deflating a bit.

“You got anything else,” Teague said impatiently.

“We named it,” Porter replied weakly.

“Your First Officer named. And you’re on record as not liking the name.” Teague turned to Beck. “I think we’re done here. Who do we see about our quarters?”

“Welcome Center. Lower level of the mall,” Beck said, having to use a bit more force to keep the smile on her face.

“Thank you, Captain,” Teague said. With a quick jerk of her head, she signaled her group to follow her, and they all filed out of the room leaving Beck and Porter behind.

“Well,” Beck said.

“Yeah,” Porter said.

“I think I don’t like her.”

“Yeah.”

“Also, not our finest moment there,” Beck said.

“Nope.”

“So…pretend it never happened?”

“Sounds good.”



“Wonderful,” Porter said rolling his eyes as he stood at the entrance of Victoria’s Pub. “They’re here.”

Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell looked over Porter’s shoulder (not a difficult task, considering he was a good head taller than Porter). “Who?”

“The survey team,” Porter muttered.

“Um…weren’t you and the captain pretending that never happened?” Ensign Tina Jones asked.

Russell snorted. “Yeah. And he’s been doing so well at that.”

“I’m pretending,” Porter said.

“You told me about it the second you saw me. And then you went through it again when Tina showed up.”

“Are we getting a table or not?” Porter snapped, stalking forward into the pub and finding a small table in the farthest corner of the establishment away from Commander Teague and friends. It was a bit too small, actually. A two-seater with what resembled dim, romantic lighting, which in the case of Victoria’s meant it was just away from the rest of the ceiling light fixtures. Porter threw himself into one chair as Russell took up the other, making sure that he had a view of the pub patrons. Jones looked between the men, let out a huff, then grabbed another chair from a nearby table and pulled it up beside them.

“Thanks a lot, guys,” she said.

“Sorry,” Porter said distractedly.

“Me too,” Russell said, equally distracted as he sized up the members of the survey team sitting across the pub from them. “So which one’s the mean old hag who crushed your widdle spirits?”

“The human. With the black hair. Commander Teague.”

“Did you get a first name?”

“She didn’t offer it.”

“Maybe I’ll have better luck.”

“Can you flirt with her when I’m not around?” Porter said.

“Fine. Fine. But don’t stay long. You said she heads off to the space hole in the morning, right?”

“Space Lodge,” Jones corrected.

“Whatever.”

“That whatever was my find,” Porter said. “I should be leading the team. I know more about it than anyone! I’ve been there six times already! Has she? Dammit! Why didn’t I use that?”

“Would it have helped?” Jones asked.

“No…but that’s not the point.”

“How did you get back in there? I thought Starfleet cordoned it off,” Russell said. “Hang on. I know Starfleet cordoned it off. I sent Waits out there with the cordon buoy myself! If he didn’t…”

“He did,” Porter said. “I just went around it.”

“So all those trips to adjust the Hauser Colony sensor array were lies.”

“I adjusted them. Took about five minutes. And then I went to the Space Lodge.”

“The name’s growing on you, isn’t it?” Jones said.

“No.”

“Yes, it is.”

“It’s a dumb name.”

“I’m going to tell Walter that you said that.”

“I’ve already told him.”

“And I don’t really care,” Russell said. “What are we going to have to do to get the waitress over here?”

“Flash her,” Jones said.

“Good idea,” Russell said, standing and yanking his uniform shirt up. “Hey! I need some service for this!”

“Why did you say that?” Porter asked.

“Sorry. It just came out,” Jones said.

“Leave the smart remarks to the professionals. Otherwise, unfortunate things like this can happen.”

“I’ll try to remember that.”

Russell sat back down. “I got her attention.”

“Thanks,” Porter said flatly.

“You wanted drinks. I’m getting us drinks.”

“I said thanks.”

“I heard your tone.”

“What tone?”

“I’m so glad I came out with you two tonight,” Jones said grinning.

“What?” Russell protested.

“I like watching you bicker.”

“We don’t bicker,” Porter said.

“Yes, you do. It’s like being back with my cousins.”

“Well, it’s not like you’ve been around much to enjoy it,” Russell said. “What happened tonight? Did you get ditched?”

“Yeah, where is el Presidente?” Porter asked.

“He had a meeting with his campaign people,” Jones said.

“The election is in three days? What do they think they’re going to do?”

“I don’t know. I stay out of that stuff.”

“Uh huh. But what stuff are you into?” Russell asked with a leer.

“We talk.”

“Oh come on! Are you dating him or not?”

“It’s not like that,” Jones said. “And it wouldn’t be a good idea anyway. Not until after the election. The press would go crazy.”

“Did he tell you that?” Porter said.

“I’ve met Joan Redding.”

“The question is withdrawn.”

“You said not until after the election,” Russell said. “That means you’re thinking about it.”

“Yes, I’ve thought about it!”

“And?”

“And I don’t know,” Jones said. “It’s…complicated.”

“He’s the President,” Porter said.

“For now,” Russell said.

“And he might still be later this week,” Porter said. “I can see how that would be weird.”

“It’s not that,” Jones said. “I mean, you’re right. It is a little weird. But I’m used to him being the President now. But Bradley… He’s Bradley. And I’m never quite sure what that means. He’s always nice to me, but then he’ll do things…”

“Like exterminate a nanite species,” Porter said.

“Or kidnap a teenager,” Russell said.

“Or break into our computer systems.”

“Or try to run the station.”

“Or…”

“Okay!” Jones snapped. “You see my point.”

“Yeah.”

“But I like him,” Jones continued.

“And that’s the other point,” Porter said. “Can’t help you there, though.”

“I know. I’ll figure it out…if he asks.”

“He hasn’t asked you out yet?”

“After…”

“…the election. Right,” Porter said.

“Maybe.”

“What do you mean ‘maybe’?”

“Well…he’s never actually said that he thinks of me in that way.”

“He does,” Russell said. “He rescued you from a giant robot. Trust me, he does.”

“Then we’ll see how it goes,” Jones said, unable to suppress a grin as the waitress approached their table.

“What do you want?” the waitress asked, eying Russell warily.

“What do YOU want?” Russell asked with a wink.

“Never to see your chest again. Are you going to order or what?”



The station was quiet tonight. Not that Beck minded. Sometimes new arrivals, such as the scientific survey team that she was pretending didn’t exist, portended the start of a crisis or lesser forms of chaos. Not so far, though, and Beck was content to keep it that way. She’d taken the evening shift in Ops and now, with that over, she was just taking the long way back to her quarters, enjoying the relative calm of her station.

She felt…content. It wasn’t a word that had occurred to her up until then, but it definitely fit. Sure life on the station would always have its moments of craziness. They were out in the middle of space, so the unexpected was inevitable. But overall she had developed a comfortable routine. She liked her command. She liked her crew. She liked her life. She was just glad she wasn’t a fictional character or else the audience would be complaining about the lack of drama in her existence.

Ahem.

This late in the evening there were few people in the corridors. Beck smiled and nodded at those she did see, occasionally pausing to chat a little. Overall she was having one of those nights when it felt good to be the captain.

But then she got back to her quarters.

As soon as she stepped into the blackness of her living area, she could feel that something was amiss. Someone was there.

Stupid audience and their stupid demands for drama.

“Lights,” she said, tensing for a fight.

As the room illuminated, Beck instantly relaxed. There was someone there all right. Banyon Kovacs was sitting casually on her sofa as though it was the most normal thing in the universe.

“Hi, honey,” he said with a wave.

“You know, that trick would be a lot more impressive if I hadn’t already given you the access code to my quarters,” Beck said, plopping down on the couch beside him.

Kovacs shrugged. “I did what I could. Surprised?”

“Yes,” Beck said as Kovacs wrapped an arm around her. “You could have told me you were coming.”

“But then there’s no surprise.”

“There doesn’t have to be.”

“I’m Starfleet Intel. Surprise and mystery are requirements.”

“Save it for when you’re on duty….You’re not on duty, are you?”

“No. I finished wrapping up the last bits of the Lusenkia Dekelina case, so now H.Q. wants me to lay low for a while before they give me a new assignment.”

“Lay low?” Beck laughed.

“It’s Intel Agent talk.”

“Uh huh. So you decided to lay low here?”

“Can’t think of anyone I’d rather lay with,” Banyon said.

“That’s…really bad. Don’t they teach you agents to smooth talk or something?”

“Nope. I’m self-taught.”

“Fire your instructor,” Beck said, snuggling in closer to him. “How long will you be here?”

“A few days. Maybe a week. Long enough for me to get on your nerves.”

“Or vice versa.”

“True. That one’s far more likely,” Banyon said.

“There’s that smooth talk again.”

“Hey. I’m just full of it.”

“That you are.”



“Like the view?”

“It’s beautiful.”

“I agree,” Ensign Brendan Shust replied, his eyes not on the vista of stars below them but on his companion, Sergeant Dawn Sheppard of the Federation Marines.

Sheppard laughed. “That’s weak. You know that?”

“You just don’t know how to take a compliment,” Shust said, stretching out a bit. The pair had the Vertigo Lounge, more properly known as the Spacescape Room, to themselves that evening, and Shust had surprised Sheppard with a candle-lit dinner followed by time to just lay on the transparent aluminum floor and enjoy the view of space below them. Sheppard first thought was that it was incredibly corny…and romantic as hell. No one had ever done anything like this for her before. She’d had her misgivings about dating a Starfleet Security officer, but so far, she didn’t have any complaints.

“So all this is just for me, huh?” she said, sliding up closer to Shust.

“Every bit of it.”

“And we aren’t about to get interrupted?” she said, her voice dropping to a sultry whisper in his ear.

“Doors are locked, I took the security monitors offline, and Russell hates this place.” The man had covered his bases. And he’d actually been paying attention when she’d told him about her fantasy to make love under the stars. Well, their view in the Vertigo Lounge was technically over the stars, but Shust’s heart was in the right place.

“Good,” Sheppard said before catching Shust’s earlobe gently between her teeth.

Things from there proceeded quickly. Clothes flew. Bodies entwined.

And suddenly there was a bright light shining on them. Sheppard turned her head until she could see out of the clear floor beneath them and…

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

She practically threw Shust off of her as she scrambled for her clothes. Below them, the Mongoose, the Federation Marine transport ship, hovered, its cockpit viewport almost touching the bottom of the Vertigo Lounge.

And inside the Mongoose’s cockpit was visible one exceptionally pissed-off Colonel Martin Lazlo. Beside Lazlo in the pilot’s seat, Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges mouthed an “I’m sorry” and buried her head against her console. Lazlo, meanwhile, was in the midst of a full-on tirade. Sheppard couldn’t hear what he was screaming, but the wide movements of his mouth and the violent thrashing of his mustache told her it was nothing good.



The breakfast invitation had been a welcome surprise. Ensign Jones assumed that Bradley would be busy until well after the election, but there he was, comming her moments after her alarm sounded as though he knew she would be up. The meal itself was pleasant, and if Bradley had a trepidation about the upcoming vote, he didn’t show it. Still as she sat with the Federation President talking about her latest experiences as a security officer (a topic Bradley never seemed to tire of) and a few new products that he was thinking of carrying in Dillon’s Supply Depot, Jones found her mind drifting to a larger concern: Where was all of this going?

And if it really was going where she thought it might be going, did she want to go along for the ride?

Anyone dating the President of the Federation was going to be put under a media-powered microscope. Jones had had enough of that after the debate when reporters mobbed her to get her version of what happened between Bradley and the Mathastelbroan in the robot suit. Fortunately that story had died down as people turned their focus to the last weeks of the race, but if she started dating Bradley…

Of course, if he didn’t win, everything would get a whole lot easier on that front.

She couldn’t let the presidency be her sole reason for not entering a relationship with him.

Before she could ponder the idea much more, Bradley’s assistant, Gisele, entered the private dining room located within his living quarters on one of the Dillon Enterprises levels and called him away for a meeting.

“You’ve once again kept me so enthralled that I’ve lost track of the time,” Bradley said to Jones. “You must do it again tomorrow. But for now I’m afraid I have to go.”

“All right,” Jones said as Bradley bowed graciously and followed Gisele out of the dining room.

With Bradley gone, Jones giggled softly. As silly as it sounded sometimes, Jones liked Bradley’s formal style of speech. It was…romantic in its way. She polished off the last of her crepes then showed herself out of Bradley’s quarters. She’d been there enough over the last few weeks that she had become fairly comfortable as a guest there. Not an overnight guest. Not yet. Nothing of that sort had even been suggested.

Then why was she thinking about it?

He was the President. And he’d done all those not nice things. Russell and Porter gave her the list last night. She…

She was trying to talk herself out of what she really wanted.

She wanted to be with Bradley Dillon.

So he was the President and a billionaire. So what? Did that mean she wasn’t good enough for him? Huh? HUH?

No! Damn right it didn’t. She was more than good enough. What kind of person asks a stupid, insulting question like that anyway? She could be in a relationship with Bradley. And if she ended up First Lady, fine. She could handle that, too.

First Lady.

Hang on a second…

“Excuse me.”

“AUGGGGHHHH!” Jones spun around, ready to attack the source of the voice that had yanked her out of her internal monologue.

“Woah!” the Rigellan male she found herself facing exclaimed, leaping back. “Did I scare you? Looks like I did. Good thing I moved. You were ready to take my head off, which would have been something to see with my head being way up here. Not that you couldn’t do it. ‘Course I wouldn’t see much afterwards with you taking my head off and all. Just you leaping into the air, screamin’ ‘Hiyahh,’ and chopping right through my neck.”

“Can I help you?” Jones said, interrupting the tall alien before this got any more graphic.

“Yes, you can. At least I hope you can. You probably have the best chance of anyone. Except maybe Gisele. And I don’t think she likes me. Or maybe his mom. Do you know his mom? I’ve never met her. His parents never come to visit. Isn’t that weird?”

“No. My parents have never come here,” Jones said.

“Mine either.”

“I’m sorry, but I’ve got to get to my shift. Can we speed this up?”

“Sure thing. You’re dating Mister Dillon, right?”

“Yes. NO! I’m not!” Not yet, Jones added to herself.

“But you’re close.”

“Um…yeah. I guess you could say that.”

“Good enough. I need you to get him to change his mind.”

“Change his mind? About what?”

“My project.”

“But I don’t know anything about your project. I don’t even know who you are.”

“Oh! Names! Right! Doctor Fouklok. Great to meet you,” the Rigellan said, grabbing Jones’s hand and shaking it before pulling her into a quick hug. “And you’re Lucy Collins.”

“Tina Jones.”

“Yep.”

“Who’s Lucy Collins?”

“Don’t know. Just made it up. Come on. This way,” Fouklok said, wrapping an arm around Jones’s shoulder and walking her down the corridor.

A short walk and even shorter turbolift ride (one floor) later, Fouklok led Jones into a room filled with computer consoles. “Welcome to my lab!” he cackled, rubbing his hands together. “Sorry. I don’t get to do that often enough.”

“I really can’t get involved in this, Doctor Fouklok. I don’t know much about Bradley’s projects, and I can’t tell him what sort of decisions he should make. It’s his business, and he’s done a pretty good job running it so far.”

“This isn’t about the business,” Fouklok said, stepping over to a console where he tapped in a few commands. The figure of a man Jones recognized as the original version of the Starfleet Emergency Medical Hologram appeared in the middle of the room.

“Please state the nature of whatever the fuck you’re whining about now?” the hologram sneered.

“Hey, Doc,” Fouklok said. “This is the lady I told you about. She’s going to help us.”

“I still don’t understand,” Jones said. “What do you expect me to do?”

“Save the Doc.”

“From who? Bradley?”

Fouklok nodded as he looked at the hologram. “He wants the project dead…literally.”



“…FLAGRANT DISREGARD FOR THAT UNIFORM AND ALL THAT IT STANDS FOR!”

Lazlo had been shouting non-stop for almost five minutes now, a reaction that Sheppard had expected. What she didn’t expect was that he was going to spend the morning after her “offense” shouting at her in front of the whole platoon. Couldn’t he just scream at her in the privacy of his office?

“YOU HAVE FORGOTTEN WHAT IT MEANS TO BE MARINES! LOOK AT YOU! YOU SPEND YOUR NIGHTS SHOPPING, WANDERING AIMLESSLY, MOONING OVER STARFLEETERS, PLAYING CROQUET!”

Okay. She was with him right up until the croquet bit. She’d never played croquet with Shust…or anyone else for that matter. She didn’t even know how to play croquet.

Suddenly, Sheppard realized something. Lazlo was yelling at everyone.

Now that wasn’t so bad.

“NO MORE! AS OF THIS MOMENT, YOU ARE CONFINED TO THIS DECK UNLESS I SAY OTHERWISE. FROM NOW ON YOU SLEEP, EAT, AND BREATHE THE CORPS. I SWEAR YOU WILL BE MARINES AGAIN BY THE TIME I’M DONE WITH YOU! DISMISSED!”

Really it seemed that Lazlo dismissed himself as he stormed out of the rec room leaving his stunned platoon in his wake, many of whom were now looking to Lieutenant Colonel Dan O’Neal for some kind of guidance.

“You heard the Colonel,” was all O’Neal would mutter as he rushed out the door.

So much for the guidance.



“Dead, huh?” Captain Beck said, suppressing a yawn and, in the process, giving off the impression that she was in pain somehow.

“That’s what Doctor Fouklok said,” Ensign Jones replied. “But are you okay, Captain?”

“I’m fine. Sorry. I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night,” Beck replied, leaning against the docking control console in Ops. “And this Fouklok wanted you to talk Bradley out of it.”

“Yes, ma’am. But…then I thought about it,” Jones said. Her voice was filled with a sadness that Beck didn’t think she’d ever heard from Jones before. “And I knew that Bradley wouldn’t listen. I know he’d be very nice to me about it, but then he’d just go and delete the Doc anyway.”

“You’re just figuring this out,” Porter said.

“Craig,” Beck warned.

“Sorry. I could go, if you want to talk in private.”

“What about me?” Lieutenant Commander Russell said from tactical.

“You’re not coming with me.”

“Nobody’s going anywhere,” Beck said. “Go on, Tina.”

“If Doctor Fouklok is right and this hologram is alive…”

“Did it seem sentient to you?”

“Yes. I guess so. And mean.”

“So this scientist is designing an unfriendly medical hologram that may or may not have gained sentience, and Bradley, realizing that this is an incredibly bad product idea, wants to cancel the project. I’m not getting the problem here,” Porter said with more than a hint of impatience in his voice.

“No!” Jones said. She took a deep breath. “Bradley made friends with the holographic doctor from the USS Voyager so that he could find out what really happened on the ship and hopefully get something to use against Admiral Janeway. He had Doctor Fouklok work on a way to copy what the Doctor knew without copying the Doctor’s entire program because he didn’t want to have another sentient hologram running around. Fouklok thought he figured out how to do it, so during one of the Doctor’s visits to the station to see Bradley, they put a relay device under the Doctor’s chair, which sent what they thought was just the Doctor’s knowledge into a database. Bradley took the information with him to the debate and used it to beat the crap out of Janeway. But then Fouklok discovered that they’d gotten a bit more than just the Doctor’s knowledge. There was enough code that the Doctor’s program started rebuilding itself. First it could only move around the systems in Fouklok’s lab, but gradually it got together enough to be a full-fledged hologram like the original Voyager doctor. As for why he’s mean, you know how when you get really mad at somebody and can’t show it, you just try to bury the feelings in your head. Well, the Doctor’s a program, so those feelings are actual bits and bites. They had to go somewhere, so there was like a repository in the Doctor’s program for all the things he couldn’t express. At least I think I’m explaining that right. The point is that Doc is made from the Voyager Doctor and he’s sentient and we can’t let Bradley kill him!”

Jones, almost doubled over from lack of air at this point, finally stopped and took another huge breath.

Ops was silent for several moments.

“Oh,” Beck said finally.

“What are we going to do?” Jones asked.

“What do you mean, what are we going to do?” Russell said, coming out from behind his station. “Bradley’s holding a Federation citizen. That’s kidnapping at the very least. We go in there and we get him out.”

“This isn’t Tiffany Beecher,” Beck said.

“I know. We know where the victim is being held this time.”

“Bradley isn’t going to just let us go waltzing around Dillon Enterprises. We’re going to need a warrant,” Beck said.

“You’re the station commander.”

“And he’s the president. This one goes a bit higher than me.”

“You heard Tina.”

“And all she has is the story from this Doctor Fouklok,” Beck said. “We don’t have any actual evidence.”

Russell deflated. “I know, but… We can’t just sit here. We’ve done too much of that with him.”

“We’re not just going to sit here. If we can’t go in, we’re getting the hologram out. Porter, Bradley’s done enough poking around in our computer systems. Let’s get into his…”

Porter started to protest, “But…”

“Oh, just give it up, Craig!” Beck said. “We all know you’re planning to stow away on the survey ship, so you can get back to the Space Lodge!”

“I…,” Porter gaped. “Er…I wasn’t?”

“Right.”

“Okay, I was. Was it that easy to figure out?”

“You’ve been looking for an excuse to get out of Ops ever since your shift started.”

“Mental note. Be more subtle when planning naughtiness,” Porter said.

“We’ll get you out there to pester the survey team later. We owe Teague that much,” Beck said. “But now…”

“Working on it,” Porter said. “But I don’t suppose Fouklok could help from his side.”

“He said the Dillon Enterprises systems are very secure. He can only work on his projects in his lab. Nobody moves data around without going through a lot of hoops. Bradley’s about the only person with full access,” Jones replied. “Maybe we should go back to the ‘me talking to him’ plan.”

“No. You did the right thing coming to us,” Beck said. “We’ll figure out a way to get the hologram.”

“But what about Bradley?” Jones asked. “I don’t agree with what he’s doing, but he’s not an evil man.”

Beck sighed. “I know, Tina. I don’t have an answer for you. I’m sorry.”

“I’ll talk to him if you need me to. It might work.”

“I’ll let you know. Thanks. Dismissed.”

Jones nodded and headed into the turbolift.

“Um…is she using a new definition of evil because I’m thinking some of Bradley’s behavior qualifies,” Russell said once Jones was gone.

“The key word there is ‘some,’” Beck replied. “There are positives to him. And he did save her life.”

“So she’s blinded to the evil. Great.”

“I wouldn’t say that he’s evil,” Porter said. “Self-centered, self-serving, and self-absorbed, sure. But evil? Nah.”

“I’m sure he’d appreciate that you leapt to his defense,” Beck said.

“Please don’t tell him. I really don’t want to mysteriously disappear.”

“See,” Russell said. “Evil.”



Despite all the wonders of 24th century medicine, no one yet had figured out how to keep the body in good physical shape without exercise. Granted the calorie controls built in replicators to ensure that that chocolate brownie sundae you just ordered didn’t have the same impact that it did in centuries past helped, but Starfleet officers still had to put in the time to keep themselves ready to take on the next threat the galaxy threw at them. Gasping for air while battling alien baddies was just embarrassing.

A lot of officers found ways to exercise without feeling like they were exercising. Captain Beck spent a lot of time on the racquetball court. Porter and Russell had their holodeck programs. Commander Walter Morales, meanwhile, took care of himself the old-fashioned way: by hitting the gym.

It wasn’t that he particularly enjoyed lifting weights and the like, but he found that the repetitiveness of it allowed his mind to wander. It was almost like meditation in its way, and he’d returned to his quarters with more than one idea for a new painting over the years. And he never had to worry about crowds. Most days he had the gym, which was located near the top of the lower saucer, nearly to himself.

This afternoon he actually had the place completely to himself, which was just fine. He’d have a relaxing workout, grab a shower, then get ready for the evening shift.

For about twenty minutes, everything went according to Morales’s plan, but then he heard someone enter the gym. This still wasn’t a problem. It only sounded like one person, and as long as whoever it was didn’t try to make conversation, Morales would be able to continue undisturbed.

That theory lasted for approximately five more seconds until the newcomer, whom Morales recognized as one of Russell’s security officers, Ensign Shust, stepped right into Morales’s field of view.

“Commander,” Shust said.

“Ensign,” Morales replied with a curt nod as he continued his shoulder press repetitions, hoping that Shust was just feeling some obligation to greet his First Officer.

“Have you heard from your girlfriend today?”

No such luck. Shust evidently was going to try to make conversation. Wait. What did he just ask?

“Excuse me? Isn’t that a bit personal?”

“Er…I don’t think so. Is it?”

“You asked me about my girlfriend. Considering this is the first time I think you and I have ever had a conversation, yeah, I think it’s a little personal.”

“Sorry, sir. It’s just…you’re dating a marine.”

“Yes.”

“So am I. Dawn Sheppard.”

“Um…congratulations?”

“Thank you, sir,” Shust said brightly. “Same to you. So have you heard from her today?”

Morales briefly thought about objecting again. He could. It was certainly within his rights. He could even order Shust to go away, if he wanted to. At one point in his life, he wouldn’t have even considered that because it might make the crew think he wasn’t a nice person. Now he knew that being in command occasionally required being the bad guy.

But Shust was asking a simple enough question. Maybe there was even a point to it.

“No. I haven’t heard from Steph today.”

“I haven’t heard from Dawn either,” Shust said.

“Sorry to hear that.”

“Which is weird, since we were supposed to get together for lunch,” Shust continued without acknowledging that Morales had even spoken. “I tried to comm her, but I got that ‘You are not authorized to access Federation Marine comm channels’ message they always have on during the day.”

“Maybe they’re busy.”

“But they’re still on the station, aren’t they?”

“I think so. I haven’t been in Ops since the morning briefing, but I didn’t hear anything about a scheduled departure.”

“Okay. Good. I was just worried. Dawn’s probably just in trouble with Colonel Lazlo. He really didn’t look happy when he interrupted us last night.”

Morales chuckled.

“It wasn’t funny,” Shust said. “If there hadn’t been two layers of transparent aluminum between us and him, I think he might have killed me.”

“I wasn’t laughing at you. Believe me. I’ve been there. Lazlo has beamed Steph right out of my quarters before.”

“Well, it’s a good thing he didn’t do that. Dawn…wasn’t wearing much.”

“Neither was Steph,” Morales said laughing again. “I probably shouldn’t have told you that.”

“It’s okay, sir. I won’t tell anyone.”

“I’d appreciate that. And don’t worry about it. Knowing Lazlo, he’s probably got her running extra laps with her full gear on or something. She’ll comm you when she can.”



Sheppard had been running all right. All of the marines had. Except for Lazlo, of course. He just stood in the corridor outside of his office suite watching his troops do lap after lap after lap around the marine’s deck in full gear (Not just full gear. Full cold-weather gear. ) and yelling at each and every one as they passed.

Finally, after even the strongest of them had been reduced to a hunched-over stumble, Lazlo called it a day with a promise that tomorrow they would wake up feeling like marines again.

Sheppard wasn’t sure what that meant. She wasn’t even sure if she’d wake up at all after what she’d just been through. Slipping off her pack as soon as she was through the door of the quarters she shared with Sergeant Anerasiss, Sheppard collapsed face-first onto her bed and decided that not moving was really a good thing.

Anerasiss, a normally-gung-ho Caitian, slunk in a short time later, practically crawling under the weight of her pack. She moaned slightly from the effort of shedding her pack, then hit her own bed on the opposite side of the room.

“Ow,” she said.

“Yeah,” Sheppard muttered before letting sleep take her.

Two hours later, she regained consciousness. It wasn’t her first choice, but she realized two things. One, she really needed to pee. And two, she was incredibly thirsty. Contradictory feelings to be sure, but they were enough to force her to drag herself out of bed.

By the time she finished her business and downed several glasses of water, her stomach informed her that it not only hadn’t had any lunch, but it had used any and all energy reserves provided by breakfast. Really she just wanted to go back to bed, but she knew she’d sleep even better with a pleasantly-full belly.

At least some part of her deserved to feel decent, so she shuffled out of her quarters down to the mess hall. Not surprisingly, the place was sparsely-populated. Most of her comrades were likely in deep comas at the moment, which was exactly where she planned to be once she’d been properly fed.

Across the room, Corporal Copeland was chattering away at Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges, who seemed to be struggling mightily not to collapse into the plate of steak and mashed potatoes sitting in front of her. After this many years of being stationed together, Sheppard of course knew and was friendly enough with Hodges, but they weren’t close. Still, after what had happened, Sheppard felt the need to go sit with her.

“Hey,” Hodges said as Sheppard sat down.

“Hi,” Sheppard said. “Sorry about this.”

“Not your fault.”

“You were there. It’s my fault.”

“Nah. This was coming. One of us was going to push Lazlo too far sooner or later. I’m just surprised it wasn’t me,” Hodges said.

“How long do you think he’s going to keep this up?”

“The drills? A day or two.”

“Keeping us here.”

“Oh. I don’t know. We’ll have to see.”

“Don’t you care? You’ve got someone out there, too.”

“Yeah, but I’m not about to…” She trailed off as the mess hall doors opened and Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal entered.

“Great,” Sheppard said. “Lazlo sent us a babysitter.”

“Maybe,” Hodges replied, watching O’Neal. He did seem more interested in who was there than in getting himself something to eat. Finally, his eyes locked onto Hodges and Sheppard, and he headed directly toward their table.

“Uh oh,” Sheppard said.

“What’s he doing?” Hodges asked.

“Maybe he wants to eat with us,” Copeland said.

“That usually involves food,” Hodges said as O’Neal arrived.

“Lieutenant. Sergeant,” O’Neal said by way of greeting as he sat down.

“Evening, Lieutenant Colonel, sir,” Copeland said.

“Copeland,” O’Neal said without looking at the corporal.

“If you’re here to blast Dawn over what happened today, don’t,” Hodges said. “Okay, sir?”

“It wasn’t her fault. This was coming,” O’Neal said.

“See. What’d I tell you?” Hodges said to Sheppard.

“But it’s ending now,” O’Neal continued.

Hodges’ head whipped back to O’Neal. “Whahuh?”

“The Colonel has taken this too far. If it was about marine discipline, fine. I’m all for discipline. But it’s not about that anymore. This is about his ego. He’s holding us all captive here.”

“Captive?” Copeland squeaked. “We’re prisoners?”

“No,” Hodges said. “We can leave. It would just mean disobeying orders.”

“Actually you can’t,” O’Neal said. “When the station was renovated, the Colonel insisted that the Federation Marines have some control over this deck. From his office, he can shut down comm access and prevent turbolifts from stopping here. And that’s what he’s done. All because he can’t stand the fact that we have lives beyond the Corps.”

“Okay. You’re possibly right about the ego thing, but I don’t see how we can do anything about it,” Hodges said.

“Do you want to let that control freak continue running over us?”

“Well…he’s kind of in control. That’s his job.”

“And I thought you’d be the first one in line to stand up to him.”

“What’d you have in mind?” Sheppard said.

“That depends on how many people agree with us.”

“I can think of a few who will.”

“Get them. And then we’ll talk.”

“Oh!” Copeland said excitedly. “Can I agree with you?”

“Um…sure,” O’Neal said as Sheppard left to gather up the troops.



“Did I screw up the replicator or something?” Banyon Kovacs asked as he sat across from Beck at the dining table in her quarters.

Beck stopped pushing food around her plate with her fork and smiled at Kovacs. “Sorry,” she said. “Just had some things on my mind.”

“Well, you do run an entire space station. I imagine that happens sometimes. Anything you feel like talking about? I can’t promise to get it all, but I can nod understandingly with the best of them.”

“It’s kind of a secret.”

“Hey. I’m a secret agent.”

“No. You’re a Starfleet Intelligence agent. You gather information, which, in this case, is exactly what I don’t want to happen.”

“I’m not on the clock. Tell me anything.”

“You sure you want me to?” Beck asked.

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You might not want to know this.”

“Just tell me, Lisa.”

“We think President Dillon may have copied Voyager’s EMH without the Doctor’s knowledge, used the information from the copy to crush Janeway at the debate, and now he’s going to delete the copy.”

“And I’m guessing the copy’s sentient.”

“We think so.”

“Wow. That’s…impressively ruthless.”

“That’s one way to put it. And now while my crew is working to find a way to get the hologram out of the Dillon Enterprises computer system, I’m slipping off to have secret dinners.”

“Um…and why is this secret again?”

Beck stared back at Kovacs. “Your job maybe. I thought a trip to the food court might blow your cover.”

“I kind of figured my cover was blown last time I was here. With your command crew at least. So you didn’t tell them about me?”

“Not specifically. Russell just assumed that Lusenkia was nuts and imagined that you and I had a relationship. Since he never asked me about it, I decided to keep my private life private,” Beck said.

“That’s your right. You don’t have to, though. I could meet them. Maybe lend a hand.”

“You want to help us?”

“Well, you aren’t getting into the Dillon Enterprises computer system. I can tell you that right now. But I might be able to slip in to where the actual machine holding the hologram is and transport it out of there.”

“Are you crazy? If they find out you’re there…”

“I’ll have a cover identity. Just give me until the morning to put some documents together. It’s the least I can do to pay you back.”

“Pay me back? For what?”

Kovacs grinned. “We’ll just have to see what you come up with, now won’t we?”



Things were quiet, as expected. Colonel Martin Lazlo was fairly certain that he’d pushed each and every one of his marines well past the point of exhaustion. They were all useless, unconscious in their bunks. He’d worn them down for a greater good, though. As they slept, he hoped the overall lesson of the day was getting through to them:

When you’re in the Corps, you’re life is the Corps.

Really it wasn’t that hard of a lesson to learn.

Just to be certain, though, he was going to teach it to them again in the morning.

The thought put a smile on his face as he strolled along the main corridor circling the marine deck.

The smile abruptly disappeared as he spotted Sergeant Anerasiss coming toward him from the opposite direction. Now he didn’t have anything in particular against Anerasiss. If anything, the Caitian was one of the better members of his platoon. But Lazlo wouldn’t have been happy to see any of his marines at that particular moment. They were all supposed to be unconscious!

“Good evening, Colonel,” Anerasiss said.

“What are you doing out of your bunk?” Lazlo demanded.

“Had to walk. Legs were stiffening, sir.”

Lazlo nodded. Made sense. Anerasiss’ felinoid form was fast, but there were evidently drawbacks. She was a sprinter and not a distance runner.

“Carry on,” Lazlo said, continuing down the corridor.

“May I walk with you, sir.”

Lazlo stopped. “Uh…why?”

“I was hoping… I mean I wanted to ask. What made you become a marine, sir?”

“So you want my story, eh?” Lazlo said understanding. “What made me devote my life to the Corps? Looking for inspiration, Sergeant?”

“Yes, sir. Your passion for it is…strong.”

“Strong isn’t a strong enough word for it. But to understand that, you have to understand my family. My mother was part of the platoon that liberated Hyberia Two from the Breen. My father and a few others had been holed up for days, fighting back against the Breen when they could. They’d been discovered, though, and were about to be taken into custody or killed. But then Mom and her squad arrived. Dad says she was a vision, blasting through the Breen lines and leaving a swath of death in her wake that will never be rivaled. He was in love with her from that very moment.”

Lazlo continued on, strolling down the hall and relaying his tale as Anerasiss did her best to keep her pained and stiff legs moving beside him. Engrossed as he was in his story, he didn’t notice the lone figure dashing out from a side junction and racing off in the opposite direction.

(In all honesty, it was more of a wincing hobble, but isn’t the action more exciting with words like “dashing” and “racing”?)

Sergeant Sheppard, the dasher (Fine. Hobbler.) in question, made her way past the recreation room used for morning formation and Lazlo’s office suite until she reached the docking bay holding the marine’s transport ship, the USS Mongoose, and darted inside.

Lazlo may have shut off comms on the deck, but, if Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal was right, that wouldn’t effect the Mongoose’s comm array. And if that were true, they would be able to comm for help.

Comm for help. That idea alone would be enough to send Lazlo into a seizure. In his mind, marines didn’t call for help.

Sheppard was more of a realist. Self-sufficiency was great and all, but sometimes situations warranted a request for outside assistance.

Safely hidden in the Mongoose’s cockpit, she did just that.

“Mongoose to Ensign Shust. Shust! Brendan!”

“Unnnh,” a tired voice groaned on the other end of the comm. “Whayouwant?”

“What are you doing asleep? It’s like 2100 hours.”

“Who is this?”

“It’s me! Dawn!”

“Dawn!” Shust exclaimed, instantly perking up. “Why are you comming me from the Mongoose? Did your platoon leave?”

“No. We can’t leave. Lazlo has gone crazy. He’s holding us all prisoner up here. You’ve got to help us.”

“Me? What can I do?”

“Override the turbolift lockout for this deck.”

“But I don’t have… Ha! I’ll take care of it! Just stay there! I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. Shust out!”

Sheppard couldn’t help but smile as she settled into the pilot’s seat to wait. She knew she could count on Shust. He’d find a way to get the turbolifts running again. Now she just had to hope that Lazlo didn’t decide to check out the Mongoose before Shust commed her back.



People didn’t often come bursting out of the turbolift into Ops unless there was a crisis. And usually if there was a crisis, the people in Ops were aware of it, which meant Morales was a wee bit surprised when Ensign Shust did the aforementioned turbolift bursting…outing…into Ops….oh never mind. Shust was there and panting (which was also surprising considering that turbolift rides usually didn’t require a lot of exertion).

Shust ran up to Morales, grabbing him by the shoulders. “I need…to talk…to you.”

“You are,” Morales said. “And we have this comm system that would have let you do it from the comfort of…wherever you were before you came up here.”

“It’s private. About our friends,” Shust said, winking.

“What are you talking about?”

Shust yanked Morales around the turbolift shaft toward the unoccupied Ops conference room and quickly filled him in on the situation. “Lazlo crazy. Marines prisoner. Must rescue!” Morales stared back at him confused. Maybe that was a little bit too fast.

Shust backed up and gave the longer version of his conversation with Sheppard, which we won’t repeat here, since you just read it a bit before this. And if you didn’t, well, shame on you. What are you doing jumping to this point in the story?

“We’ve got to help them,” Morales said, echoing Shust’s feelings about the situation.

“Can you?”

“We’re in Ops. I can do just about anything from up here,” Morales said, striding back to the command area where Lieutenant Mason was manning the Operations/Science console. “Mason, are you reading a lockout on the turbolifts from Deck 38?”

“Yes, sir,” Mason said. “It looks like Colonel Lazlo…”

“Override it,” Morales said, interrupting him.

“Aye, sir. Lockout overridden.”

“Thank you!” Shust said, racing for the turbolift. “I’ve got to get back and comm Dawn.”

“Um…can’t you do that from here?” Morales asked.

Shust thought about this for a second. “Yeah. I could. Thanks.”

“Don’t mention it,” Morales said as Shust ran back around the turbolift shaft to contact Sheppard.



A few minutes later, Sheppard slipped back into the mess hall where Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal and several other marines, including Stephanie Hodges, were waiting.

“We’re a go,” Sheppard reported. “Commander Morales ordered an override of Lazlo’s lockout. I can’t imagine why,” she added to Hodges.

“That’s my, Walter,” Hodges replied flatly.

“What about the Colonel?” O’Neal asked.

“Anerasiss is still with him, but I’m not sure how much longer she can hold out. If we’re going to move, we have to move fast,” Sheppard said.

“All right. Sheppard, watch for Lazlo’s next pass around the deck. Once he’s gone, we move. Teams of four. Get to a turbolift and get to the mall level. No arguments about destinations. You can spread out from there to where you want to go, but be back in your bunks by 0400. We should be able to get five teams out before Lazlo gets too close again. We just have to hope that Anerasiss can make it for another couple of laps. Go Sheppard.”

Sheppard nodded and ducked back out into the corridor to watch for Lazlo. O’Neal, meanwhile, approached Hodges.

“Are we going to have a problem?” he asked.

“What problem?”

“You don’t seem real into the plan.”

“I’m not into getting busted back down to private.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“Okay. You folks have fun.”

“What are you going to be doing?” O’Neal demanded.

“Going to bed. Walter’s in Ops until well after my bedtime, so I’m going to catch up on my sleep.”

“Hodges…”

“Your secret’s safe with me. I’ll stay here until you’re all gone and hope it all goes according to your cunning plan.”

Sheppard poked her head back into the mess hall. “All clear.”

O’Neal didn’t take his eyes off of Hodges. “Sheppard, Kintasa, Copeland, J’zsahn. Go!”



They were out! They were free! Holodeck appointments could be kept. Shopping and hover skating could ensue.

And for Sergeant Sheppard, a date could be kept.

The doors to Shust’s quarters whooshed open almost before the sound of his door chime faded from the air.

“Hey there,” he said, trying to sound nonchalant and failing miserably.

“Am I too late for lunch?” Sheppard asked.

“Never. Come on in,” Shust replied, stepping aside. “Have a seat, and I’ll get us something. Unless you want to go out.”

“Let’s order in. Earthly Eats sounds great,” Sheppard said, taking a seat on the sofa.

“You got it,” Shust said, stepping over to his comm screen. “What are you in the mood…”

Shust was cut off by the sound of snoring. He spun around and saw Sheppard slumped over.

“ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.”

“Dawn? Dawn?”

She didn’t budge.

“Well, there’s always breakfast,” Shust muttered.



0500 Hours

The comm system on the marine deck barked to life.

“WAKE UP!” Lazlo’s voice boomed. “THE CORPS DOES NOT SLEEP IN! FORMATION IN FIVE MINUTES! MOVE!”

Marines scrambled from their bunks to obey the order.

The marines that were there anyway.

Across the station, other marines slept. On Shust’s sofa. Under a tree in the arboretum. On a bench in Starfleet Square Mall.

And about five minutes later, Lazlo found out about it.

A raging shout unlike any ever uttered by a human echoed across the station, passing through the decks as though the various bits of metal and noise-reducing insulation weren’t even there. The few, the proud, the groggy of the marines actually in Lazlo’s presence when this scream was created said that in that moment, the Colonel became more than a man. He became a mouth. A monstrous mouth with powered by seemingly-inexhaustible lungs. It was a sight to behold.

And really painful on the ears.



“Did you hear something this morning?” Lieutenant Commander Porter asked as he and Russell headed into the Ops conference room for the morning briefing.

“Kind of a roaring sound?”

“Yeah. It woke me up.”

“Me too. Any idea what it was?”

“Not a clue.”

“Isn’t that the kind of thing we should investigate?”

“Nah. If it was important, we would have heard about it by now,” Porter said, settling into his chair across from Ensign Tina Jones. It took him a second, but he realized something was a bit off.

“Did you get promoted again or something?” he asked Jones.

“Huh?”

“You haven’t been a staff-meeting-attending kind of person since you moved to Security, but here you are. Attending.”

“Captain Beck told me to come,” Jones said shrugging as Commander Morales and Dr. Diantha arrived.

Captain Beck herself entered the room a short time after that with an unfamiliar man in tow. “Let’s do the short version this morning,” she said, taking her seat at the head of the table as her companion took a chair to her right. “Everything running okay?”

She got a variety of assents and head nods in response.

“Good. Moving on. Porter, any progress with the Dillon Enterprises computer?”

“No. I have no idea who handles his system security, but it’s incredibly good. And vindictive. After I tried to breach their systems, some automated system launched attacks against ours. I spent the evening cleaning out our stuff instead of probing his. I can try again today, but I’m going to have to really cover my tracks first. Otherwise the same thing’s going to happen again.”

“We’re going to try something different,” Beck said turning to the man she brought. “This is Banyon Kovacs. He’s…” Beck paused for a moment. Did she keep this strictly professional? These were her friends here. She could tell then that Kovacs was a bit more than just Starfleet Intel. But what to call him?

“Your boyfriend,” Doctor Diantha stated before Beck had a chance to come to a conclusion.

“Er…”

“Well, she hasn’t used that term yet,” Kovacs said.

“Ah. So you are just engaging in casual intercourse then. The semantics are hardly relevant.”

“I’ve seen you before,” Russell said. “But I thought your name was Albert.”

“Long story,” Beck said.

“I’m Starfleet Intel. I was undercover,” Kovacs said.

“Seemed pretty short to me,” Porter remarked.

“Okay then. His name is Banyon Kovacs. He is with Starfleet Intelligence. And I do have a personal relationship with him. Now that we’ve established all that, let’s move on. Banyon, this is my command crew. The tactless one at the other end of the table is Doctor Diantha. Our Chief of Security, Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell, you’ve met. Next is Commander Walter Morales, my First Officer. Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter, Science and Operations Officer, and Ensign Tina Jones, who is here because…”

“She’s dating the President,” Kovacs said.

“We’re just friends!” Jones said.

“Hopefully close friends. I’m going to need you,” Kovacs said.

“For what?”

“Mister Kovacs is going into Dillon Enterprises to get the hologram,” Beck said.

“Didn’t we decide yesterday that we needed a warrant for that kind of thing?” Porter asked.

“If we were doing this officially, yes.”

“But he’s Starfleet Intel,” Russell said. “If they’re involved…”

“It’s a personal favor,” Kovacs said.

“And probably an illegal one,” Beck said. “I’ll be up front here. We’re talking about breaking and entering and theft.”

“You can’t steal a sentient being, can you?” Jones said. “It’d be more like kidnapping, but in this case we’re rescuing him.”

“Holographic sentience and rights are still a dicey subject in Federation legal circles,” Beck said. “Voyager’s Doctor is one thing, but does an imperfect copy of him have the same standing? I don’t know. But I’m not going to sit around here arguing about it. Mister Kovacs has created a false identity as a Dillon Enterprises researcher that should get him into the complex. Russell, you’ll need to give him authorization to exit the turbolift on those levels. Diantha, I want a subcutaneous transponder implanted. Porter, once he’s in, he’s going to need some way to get the hologram out. Preferably something that doesn’t look like it stores data. Check with Starfleet to see if you can find out the size of the Doctor’s program to give you some idea of what kind of capacity you’re going to need. As long as nothing’s changed since yesterday, Bradley doesn’t know this hologram still exists, and with the election tomorrow, he’ll hopefully be well-occupied. Let’s aim for 2000 hours. That way maybe the rest of Bradley’s staff will be at dinner or gone back to their quarters while we get this done. Dismissed.”



Strategic planning required that the planner take all factors into account when creating said strategy. One of the most vital of these factors is the human factor. Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal thought he had done well in this regard. He’d predicted Colonel Lazlo’s moments and used the Colonel’s personality tendencies to create a distraction. What he’d not paid enough attention to, he now realized, was closely tied to the human factor in this instance, and that was the fatigue factor.

So while the plan was successful in its short term goals (the marines who wanted to get out did indeed get out), the longer term goal (non-detection) had been a spectacular failure.

And now, as the planner, O’Neal was paying the price.

He stood at attention in the middle of Lazlo’s office as the Colonel circled him.

“WHEN DID YOU LOSE YOUR DAMN MIND?” Lazlo shouted, his voice now actually a bit hoarse from all the screaming he’d done over the last couple of days. “You are a lieutenant colonel in the FEDERATION MARINES! You are second only to ME on this station. And you… YOU… WHAT THE HELL WERE YOU THINKING?”

O’Neal knew that the question was rhetorical. He was supposed to just stand there, ramrod straight, until Lazlo yelled himself out. But he couldn’t do it any more. Lazlo was right. O’Neal was second only to the Colonel, which meant if anyone was going to do something about Lazlo, it was going to have to be him.

“You were out of line,” O’Neal said.

Lazlo literally almost stumbled over himself, surprised this his subordinate had dared to speak. “WHAT?”

“You were out of line!” O’Neal repeated. “Serving in the Federation Marines should be an honor, but you’ve turned it into a prison sentence. The people out there have a job to do, and they do it! Damn well as far as I’m concerned. That does not mean that you own them body and soul.”

“That’s what the Corps is, O’Neal. It is your body. It is your soul! IT IS YOUR LIFE! And if it’s not, you’re in the wrong line of work!”

“Maybe I am!” O’Neal shot back. “And if keep pushing that attitude, I guarantee you that a lot of good marines are going to start feeling the same way.”

“You’ve gotten soft,” Lazlo spat. “You all have. I! WILL NOT! ALLOW THAT! TO CONTINUE!”

“You can’t reshape these people into your own image.”

“Oh I can and I will. I am a Marine! If they ever hope to be worthy of that name, they will be like me. I AM THE CORPS!” Lazlo said, standing right in O’Neal face.

“I am not going to become you.”

“You’d better think real hard before you decide that, O’Neal.”

O’Neal glared back at Lazlo for a moment, then spun on his heel and marched out the door.

Lazlo could hear the marines running by out in the corridor. It was the sound of order. The sound of discipline. Something O’Neal and many of the others had evidently forgotten. Lazlo would remind them, though.

He sat back down at his desk. A new training regime was in order. Something more intense. Something that would leave his troops with nothing but the Corps. No matter what it took he would break them down and rebuild them as proper marines.

No matter what.



He was just another Dillon Enterprises employee walking down the corridor, padd in hand as he headed to his destination. Starfleet Intel training insisted on the padd. As long as you’re holding a padd and walk like you’re going somewhere important, you can get into just about anywhere.

Dillon Enterprises wasn’t just anywhere, though. And Banyon Kovacs had no intention of pushing his luck. Despite the confident front he’d put up for Lisa Beck and her staff, this was a bit above his usual undercover assignments. Even when he was up against the Orion Syndicate back on Sargonis when he first met Beck, he was only there for a bowling trophy. And if he was really honest with himself, he knew that he would have been killed there if Beck hadn’t interceded.

He wasn’t big on getting killed. Or hurt. Or anything else bad.

So this was going to be quick. Get in. Get the hologram. Get out.

Following the directions Ensign Jones gave him, Kovacs made his way to the lab where Jones had seen the hologram. After checking to make sure no one was coming either way in the corridor, he stepped through the doors.

At least that was the plan.

Would have been nice if they’d actually opened.

He hit them with a dull thud, almost knocking the padd out of his hand.

“Uhh…hang on a second!” a voice called from inside. The voice said something else, but it was muffled, then a few moments later the doors opened revealing a Rigellan male with a broad smile plastered across his face. “What can I do for you?” he asked.

“Doctor Fouklok,” Kovacs said.

“Yep. Sure am. Can I help you?”

“I think so,” Kovacs said, pushing Fouklok back into the lab and allowing the doors to close behind them. “Where’s the hologram?”

“The what?”

“We don’t have time for this. Captain Beck sent me. We’re going to get him out of here.”

“How?” Fouklok asked. “Any unauthorized attempt to remove data from a Dillon Enterprises computer system will be detected.”

“Not this time. We’ve made our device completely undetectable.”

“Oh. In that case…computer, activate the Doc.”

Banyon moved to protest. “No, I don’t…”

Too late. The bald figure of the holographic doctor appeared in the center of the room.

“You just shut me down! This better be good!” the hologram snapped.

“It is, Doc! It is,” Fouklok said. “He’s here to rescue you!”

Doc snorted. “Do I look like a damsel in distress to you?”

“You aren’t going to look like much of anything if you don’t get into my pants,” Kovacs said.

Doc stared at Kovacs blankly for a few moments then looked to Fouklok, who just shrugged.

“My pants are lined with data storage, okay?” Kovacs said. “Do you think I could just waltz you out of here in a padd?”

“Then why do you have the padd?” Doc said.

“Do you want to be deleted?” Kovacs said.

“Let someone try.”

“Now now, Doc. Let’s not get cranky,” Fouklok said. “This nice guy is here to help. I’m going to transfer your program now, okay?”

“I’d better not wake up in some mine somewhere,” Doc said.

“No mines. I promise.” Fouklok turned to Kovacs. “You promise, too, right?”

“Uh…yeah. No mines. And you won’t be a mime either. Or a mouse. Just get in the damn pants.”

“Fine,” Doc said, crossing his arms and scowling before he vanished.

Fouklok looked at Kovacs expectantly.

“What?” Kovacs said.

“Um…the data transfer? Do you have to take your pants off first?”

“No,” Kovacs muttered, yanking a data transfer cable out of his fly. This had to be Porter’s idea of a joke.

“This will just take a minute,” Fouklok said, taking the cable from Kovacs and plugging it into his console.



How long had he been sitting at his desk staring at a blank screen? Designing this new training regime should have been easy. It wasn’t. But why?

Then Colonel Lazlo realized the truth.

No matter what he did in training, it wouldn’t address the real problem.

Waystation.

Waystation was the problem.

How could his marines truly immerse themselves in the Corps when they could leave every evening to cavort with civilians or worse, Starfleet? And last night had proven that he couldn’t trust his platoon to stay on the marines’ deck. If they wanted to leave, they would find ways. The temptation would be too strong. He was not naive enough to believe otherwise.

If he was to truly mold them into marines, he had to do something more like when he had Craig Porter find a planet he could use for training maneuvers.

Porter.

And suddenly Lazlo knew what he had to do. He jumped up from behind his desk and charged out of his office to deliver the news.



Ops needed more chairs, Beck thought as she paced the Waystation command center. The consoles had them, but there wasn’t a command chair like on the bridge of a starship. She was left wearing holes in the carpet in the so-called command area in front of the viewport/viewscreen.

Granted she had a chair at her desk, but there was no way she was going to be able to sit in there and just wait for word from…

“This is Kovacs. Can you hear me?”

“We’re here, Banyon,” Beck said, leaping over to Porter’s console to respond to Kovacs’ comm. “What’s your status?”

“I’ve made contact with Fouklok, and we’re transferring the hologram into…”

“Your pants?” Porter offered helpfully exchanging a glance with Ensign Jones, who was standing beside him monitoring the situation. Really Jones had no official reason to be there, but, considering the circumstances, Beck was not about to force her to stay away.

“Yes,” Kovacs said. “We’re done? Okay. Give me the cable back.” Kovacs grunted. “Doesn’t this thing retract?”

“Sorry. I didn’t have time to add that feature. You’re just going to have to stuff it back in manually. Be careful, though. You don’t want to get it wrapped around anything important.”

“You’re evil,” Beck whispered, obviously trying not to laugh.

“Cable is stashed and I’m heading out,” Kovacs said as the sound of doors whooshing open could be heard. “Uh oh.”

“Uh oh? What’s uh oh?” Beck demanded as the Ops turbolift doors opened and Colonel Lazlo stormed out.

“I guessing my undetectable data pants weren’t as undetectable as I’d hoped,” Porter said.

“Is there another way out of here?” Kovacs asked.

“No. Just the door,” another voice that Beck assumed belonged to Fouklok said.

“That’s not going to work,” Kovacs said.

“Get him out of there,” Beck ordered Porter.

“Trying to get a lock,” Porter replied as Lazlo strode up to Beck.

“Beck,” Lazlo began.

“Not now,” Beck snapped. “Do you have him?”

“Working on it,” Porter said.

“Craig!” Jones said worriedly.

“Captain!” Lazlo said firmly.

“Porter!” Beck said, ignoring the colonel even more firmly.

Porter frowned, working intently at his console. “Something’s interfering…”

A loud din of shouts and other sounds blasted over the comm and then nothing.

“He’s gone,” Porter said.

“We’re going!” Lazlo announced.

Beck whipped her head from one to the other.

“WHAT?”



TO BE CONTINUED…




Going My Way?





PREVIOUSLY ON STAR TRAKS: WAYSTATION:



In an effort to gain information that he could use against Kathryn Janeway in their debate, Bradley made a copy of the memories of Voyager’s holodoc. Unfortunately, he ended up with a bit more than the memories, so Bradley ordered Dr. Fouklok to destroy the copied hologram. Fouklok informed Tina Jones, who then told Captain Beck. Beck sent in Banyon Kovacs to get the hologram, but the Ops crew lost contact with him. Meanwhile, disgusted with the way his marines have been behaving, Colonel Lazlo decided that he was going to take them away from the bad influences on the station permanently.



AND NOW, THE CONCLUSION…





“Tina Jones’s Personal Log. Stardate 58994.3. Twelve hours ago, I made the captain’s new boyfriend disappear. I know it’s not really my fault, but I can’t help feeling responsible. I was the one who told Captain Beck about Doctor Fouklok and the hologram Bradley wanted deleted. I should have gone to Bradley myself. I know it probably wouldn’t have helped, but at least no one else would have been put in danger. Now Banyon Kovacs is gone, just like what happened with that girl who blew up Krilik’s. Bradley is somehow hiding them from the station’s sensors, no matter what Craig tries to do. The Captain is trying to come up with some kind of plan to get Mister Kovacs back, but what can we do against the President of the Federation…if he is still the president after today’s election is over. But even if he isn’t, he’s got resources beyond even what we have. I want to do something to help. I told Captain Beck that I could still talk to Bradley, but she wants me to stay away from him for now. She’s probably right. And she said she needs me to deal with the other crisis that popped up during all of this. Not that I want to.”



“Why are you here, Ensign?” Colonel Martin Lazlo of the Federation Marines snapped as he tossed his belongings into a small cargo container while Jones stood across his desk from him in his office on the marines’ deck of Waystation. Or what used to be their deck. Colonel Lazlo had taken the oh-so-opportune moment when Banyon Kovacs disappeared to inform Captain Beck that he was leaving the station and that he was taking his marines with him.

“Captain Beck felt that you needed…liaisoning.”

“Point One: we don’t. Point Two: you’re supposed to be in Security now. Point Three: get out!”

“With all due respect, Colonel, I have my orders. I’m going to ease your transition off of the station whether you like it or not.”

“Ease my transition?” Lazlo laughed. “This is the best thing that could happen to my platoon. We don’t need to be eased into paradise.”

“Is the Space Lodge really that nice?” Jones asked.

“It’s not here. That makes it wonderful.”

“But why there? It’s alien. It may not even be safe…okay, so you probably don’t care about the safe part, but what about the alien? It won’t be up to your standards.”

The colonel snorted. “Have you even read Porter’s reports on the place? I can make it look like anything I want. I’m going to have the finest training and staging facilities in the quadrant. And we’ll be closer to the front lines.”

“What front lines? We aren’t at war.”

“For now, but you don’t know what’s out there. Nobody does. We need to be in position to strike once some horrible danger shows up, which it will. Waystation has gotten to be too far away from it all. Look at this region. It’s practically…domestic. Why would we want to stay here?”

“Yeah? Well Captain Beck wanted you to know that she is protesting your attempt to take over the Space Lodge from Starfleet Sciences,” Jones said, getting irritated. “And if her protest is accepted, your move could be delayed by…”

Lazlo stopped packing and fixed an unsettling grin on Jones. He took hold of a padd sitting on his desk and turned it to face Jones. On it was a memo from the Security Committee of the Federation Council approving the marines’ annexing of the Space Lodge. And that approval had in turn been approved by the Federation President’s office. Bradley had no love for Lazlo, so Jones wasn’t exactly surprised to see that he’d given the move his okay. That didn’t make it any less annoying. “Tell Captain Beck she can stuff her protest in the orifice of her choosing,” Lazlo said.

“Fine! I will!” Jones said, turning to storm out. She stopped. “Okay actually I won’t because that’s really gross, but I’m going to tell her…something!”

“You do that,” Lazlo said. “Dismissed.”

“I don’t serve under you. You can’t dismiss me!”

“I just did.”

Jones balled up her fists, but held in her rising anger and turned to leave again.

“Oh Jones?” Lazlo said.

“WHAT?” she shouted back.

“You’ve gotten more of an attitude since you joined Security. I like it.”

To her credit, Jones held it together and left Lazlo’s office. Okay, so she smashed one of his chairs on the way out, but we’ll give her that one.



While Colonel Lazlo was reveling in the future he saw for his marines, far different conversations were taking place around Waystation. Many of the Federation Marines had established friendships and in some cases romantic entanglements with other station residents, which in all honesty was one of the main reasons Lazlo was so determined to get his platoon the hell away from there. Now these relationships were facing separation unless people took drastic action such as…

“You resigned?” Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell exclaimed, almost choking on his coffee.

Across their table in the Beanus Coffee Hut, Lieutenant Colonel Dan O’Neal nodded grimly. “It needed to happen.”

“What do you mean ‘it needed to happen’? It sounds to me like you let Lazlo drive you out of there.”

“I’ll admit he was a lot of it, but…I just wasn’t enjoying it anymore. And don’t get me wrong, I used to love being a marine, especially once I made Lieutenant Colonel. Do you have any idea how therapeutic shouting at people can be? At least it used to be. Now…I want…I want to see some stuff.”

“Stuff,” Russell said, not really understanding.

“I’ve spent the last eight years sitting here on this station, most of it on the same couple of decks. Sure we get the occasional training mission, but how often are we called into combat? We sit, we drill, we sit, we drill. I’ve had it. And if I’m going to be leaving here anyway, it’s not going to be to sit in some alien bunker, or whatever the hell it is, while we sit and drill some more. So I talked to some people, and I’m joining Starfleet.”

“Starfleet! So then you could stay here.”

O’Neal shook his head. “I told you, I want to see stuff. I’ve requested starship duty. My marine rank and experience is going to allow me to come in as a lieutenant, and I’m a good fit for security and tactical.” O’Neal smiled. “Hell, if you can do it…”

“It isn’t as easy as it looks. Just you wait. And never stand near the captain on an away mission. That’s death.”

“I’ll remember that.”

“So Lieutenant O’Neal, huh?” Russell said, his mouth spreading into a grin. “That means I outrank you.”

“Don’t push it, Russell.”



“You could resign.”

Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges rolled over in bed to look at the source of the voice…and the owner of the bed, Commander Walter Morales. After Lazlo’s announcement of the Federation Marines’ planned departure, Morales had invited Hodges to his quarters for a private farewell breakfast. In the end, there hadn’t been a lot of breakfast involved. And now Morales was hoping that they could get rid of the farewell part while they were at it.

“Walter…” Hodges began.

“Resign and join Starfleet. You’re practically one of us anyway. And I know Captain Beck would work it out with Command to keep you here. It not like you’re a big fan of Lazlo. It makes sense.”

Hodges smiled back at him, but it wasn’t what he would have called an enthusiastic grin. It was more indulgent.

“Do you know why I became a marine?” she asked, running her hand along Morales’s cheek. “Because I wanted to be a marine. I still want to be a marine, Walter.”

“Starfleet isn’t that much different.”

“It really is. You guys are great at what you do. You explore. You run places like Waystation. You even get into the occasional fight, but only when you can’t avoid it. But it’s all about seeing what’s out there. Honestly, I don’t care. I never have. My only concern is making sure that the people and places I love are kept safe. If you and Lisa and my brother are going to be out here, then I’m going to make damn sure that I’m around to protect you. The Corps is the best place for me to do that. And yes, Lazlo is an ass sometimes, but he also believes in the Corps and its mission more than anyone I’ve ever known. It’s not an easy life. It’s not supposed to be. Living here as long as we have has made us all forget that.”

“So you’re just going to leave us all behind,” Morales said, rolling out of bed and grabbing up his underwear. “Glad to know we meant so much to you.”

“Did you miss the people I love part?” Hodges said, leaping up after him. She wrapped her arms around Morales and pulled him close to her. “I do love you.”

“This isn’t fair,” Morales said.

“What?”

“You’re naked. I can’t argue with you like this.”

“Then don’t argue,” Hodges said, her voice almost a whisper.

“I don’t want you to go.”

“It’s only a couple of hours away.”

“You really want this?”

“It’s who I am.”

“This is where I say that I love who you are, so I’m going to be an adult and accept that you’re going, right?”

Hodges nodded and then kissed him.

“Lazlo is going to allow visits?” Morales said.

“Damn right, he will,” Hodges said.

They kissed again, the kiss deepening to the point that a return to the bed seemed to be in order until…

“All senior officers to Ops,” Captain Beck’s voice said, breaking in over the comm system.

Hodges let out a long sigh. “Remind me to have a word with Lisa about her timing.”

“I’ll do that,” Morales said. “I guess I should go.”

“I need to get my gear stowed on the Mongoose anyway. Lazlo wants us out of here by ten hundred.”

“Not wasting any time.”

“No. I’ll see you soon,” Hodges said, picking up the scattered parts of her uniform as Morales did the same.

“Yeah.”



Morales couldn’t remember a time when he felt less like going to Ops. It had taken all he had to pull himself away from Hodges and leave his quarters. At least there was the small chance that being around his friends would help take his mind off of how miserable he was.

That chance, remote as it was, vanished as soon as he stepped out of the turbolift into Waystation’s command center. The first thing he saw was Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter slumped across his console. Hearing the turbolift doors open and shut, Porter looked up at Morales, eyes bleary, muttered an unenthusiastic “Hey,” then he forced himself to focus on the monitor in front of him as he tapped in a couple of commands.

Morales glanced over at Lieutenant Mike Waits, who was manning tactical. Waits just shrugged, then, as Lieutenant Commander Russell entered from the turbolift a moment later, Waits made a break for it, dashing into the turbolift without so much as a goodbye. Captain Lisa Beck exited her office just as Waits was departing.

“What’s going on?” Morales asked.

“And what happened to Craig?” Russell asked.

“He’s been at it all night,” Beck said.

“Bradley’s computer system?” Morales said.

Beck nodded. “That and scanning every deck for hidden rooms and outside for cloaked ships. Anything.” She looked past Morales and Russell toward the turbolift. “What are you doing here?”

Ensign Tina Jones had just arrived via turbolift with Dr. Diantha. “I…I know I’m not a senior officer,” Jones said. “But I thought this might be about…you know. Bradley.”

“It is,” Beck said.

“Did you find something?” Jones asked hopefully.

“No,” Porter moaned from his console.

“Craig?” Jones said, rushing over to him. “Are you okay?”

“Can’t find him.”

“He’s been at it all night,” Russell said, stealing Beck’s line.

“You can’t do this to yourself,” Jones said.

“You should go to bed immediately,” Dr. Diantha said, locking a taloned hand on Porter’s shoulder.

“Can’t,” Porter said, pushing Diantha’s hand off of him.

Jones shook her head and moved over to Beck and the others. “Captain, can’t you order him to get some rest?”

“Craig’s taking this personally,” Beck said. “He thinks the data storage pants he designed for Banyon are what got him captured.”

“Do you think that?”

“I don’t care one way or the other,” Beck said, an unmistakable edge of anger in her voice. “Bradley doesn’t have the right to just make people disappear. He already pulled this crap with Tiffany Beecher, and I’ll be damned if I’m letting him get away with it again. That’s why I called you up here. We’re going in after Banyon. I want a full security team ready to go this afternoon.”

“All right!” Russell said, slapping his fist into his hand.

“Captain!” Morales exclaimed. “No! You cannot send an armed raiding party against Bradley. I don’t care what he’s done! It’s going to look like a military coup. It will be your career!”

“That’s why you’re not going to be here when it happens,” Beck said. “The rest of you will just be following orders.”

“Captain!” Morales shouted.

Beck grabbed Morales’s arm and pulled him toward her office, away from the rest of the group. “I don’t want you here for this, Walter. The others can deny responsibility, but Command will say that as First Officer, you should have stopped me.”

“That’s what I’m trying to do.”

“Steph’s leaving, isn’t she?” Beck said. Morales was silent for several moments, then finally nodded. “Go with her,” Beck said. “Someone from Starfleet needs to tell the science team at the Space Lodge that they’re being kicked out anyway. Go.”

“Lisa…”

“I’ll be fine. And when you get back, the station will probably be yours.”

“That’s not what I want.”

“It’s what I want,” Beck said. “You’ve got to run things for me if I’m not here. I’m not letting some stranger march in and take over. It’s got to be one of us. It’s got to be you. Now get your ass in a runabout and escort the marines to the Space Lodge. That’s an order.”

Morales didn’t respond right away. Beck could see that he wanted to protest, but finally he said, “Yes, ma’am,” and rejoined the rest of the command staff.

“Bradley’s going to be preoccupied today with the election,” Beck said to the group. “But that doesn’t mean the rest of his staff will be. There could be heavy resistance from the Special Secret Section, and we don’t know what kinds of automated defenses Bradley has set up on the Dillon Enterprises’ levels.”

“His defenses took out a whole squad of Collectors during the invasion a couple of years ago,” Russell said. “It could be ugly. And we still don’t really know where we’re going once we get in there.”

“Working on it,” Porter hissed.

“That wasn’t an attack on you, bud,” Russell. “I know you’re doing all you can.”

“He should be asleep,” Dr. Diantha said. “And this entire scheme is ill-advised. President Dillon released the human adolescent after a brief period of time. He will most likely do the same with Mister Kovacs. You are risking your position and physical harm for no reason.”

“I’m seeing plenty of reasons,” Beck said. “Bradley doesn’t get carte blanche to do whatever the hell he wants. Especially not on my station. We’re going in this afternoon.”

“I can have the team together in half an hour, Captain,” Russell said. “We don’t need to wait.”

Beck glanced over at Morales. “Yes, we do. Commander, you have your orders.”

Morales nodded. “Be careful.”

“You, too,” Beck said as Morales headed for the turbolift. He looked back at her quizzically. “You haven’t met Commander Teague from the survey team. You may be in more danger than we are once you tell her she has to pack up and get out.”

“Hide behind Lazlo when you tell her,” Porter said, forcing his head up. “And film it. I want video!”

Morales rolled his eyes and stepped into the lift. A slight smile crept across his face as the doors closed. Even with everything that was happening and what was possibly to come, Porter still couldn’t pass up a chance for a joke. And Captain Beck was actually trying to protect him because she wanted him in command of Waystation. No, this was not going to go down as one of his best days ever, but he was never going to complain about having these people in his life.



Ensign Jones left Ops a short time after Morales did. With everything planned but on hold until after Morales and the marines departed the station, there was little for her to do but wait. More annoyingly, though, Captain Beck and Lieutenant Commander Russell wouldn’t tell her if she was going to be on the Security team that would be raiding the Dillon Enterprises complex. She knew it would be best if she stayed behind, but she also knew those corridors better than anyone else in Security. She could help. Also, despite Porter’s efforts to take the blame for Kovacs’ disappearance, Jones still couldn’t help feeling that it was her fault. She would obey the captain’s orders, though, whatever they ended up being. For now, though, she was heading back to the Security office in order to follow Beck’s other command: stay away from Bradley Dillon.

So, of course, when the turbolift deposited her on the lower level of Starfleet Square Mall, she ran right into him.

Actually, first she was swarmed by a cadre of Special Secret Section operatives, which made her fear in a moment of panic that Ops had been bugged and that Bradley already knew that Beck and the others were plotting against him. Instead the Special Secret Section officers, upon recognizing Jones, moved aside, allowing her a clear view of President Dillon…and the team of reporters and folks wielding holocameras that were accompanying him.

“Ensign Jones!” Bradley said warmly as he approached her. He took her hand as though he was going to kiss it, but quickly caught himself and shifted to a handshake. “I apologize for that reception, Ensign, but you know how concerned my staff can become when someone suddenly darts out of a turbolift near me.”

“It…it’s okay,” Jones said, her nerves returning to a calmer state. Wait a second. She wasn’t supposed to be talking to Bradley! What if she let something slip? Her nerves immediately jumped back to being…er…nervous. “Well…um…I should let you…go to wherever you were going.”

“I am just heading off to do the traditional photo-op of the candidate voting on election day. Admiral Janeway did hers about a half hour ago at the scene of her Waterloo.”

“Huh?”

“The high school in Indiana where we had the debate.”

“Oh,” Jones said; although, she still had no idea what a waterloo was or what it had to do with anything.

“Have you voted yet?” Bradley asked.

“No. I haven’t had a chance.”

“Ah. I would invite you along with me; however, I wouldn’t want anyone to feel that I was pressuring you to vote for a particular candidate.”

“I’ll get to it. We’ve just had a lot going on,” Jones said. “With the marines leaving, I mean,” she added quickly.

“Of course. That was a bit abrupt. Although, it will free some space up on the station.”

“Are you planning to rent out their deck, too?”

“No no. Approving their request to move just so I could take over their space is a bit mercenary. And an abuse of my presidential authority. I hope you don’t think me capable of such a thing,” Bradley said.

“No!” Jones exclaimed. “Of course not. I just meant…well, it doesn’t matter what I meant, but I didn’t mean…”

“It’s all right,” Bradley replied with a smile. “I should be on my way.”

“Me too,” Jones said. “It was good to see you. Um…good luck with the voting.”

“Thank you,” Bradley said with a slight bow of his head, and then he was off with his horde in tow, leaving Jones alone on the mall concourse.



The lines on the screen in front of him were going all squiggly. Of course, they were normally squiggly, being sensor readings and all, but usually Porter could make some kind of sense out of them. These were just nonsensical. And he had the distinct suspicion that they were taunting him. If he wasn’t so damn exhausted, he’d get his tools out and show those sensors a thing or two, but instead he was just going to have to content himself with staring blankly in the general direction of the screen.

Drip.

And drooling a bit. That would show them.

Porter was yanked (well, lazily dragged) away from his focus (or lack thereof) on his console by the opening and closing of the Ops turbolift doors as Dr. Diantha returned to the bridge.

“I see that you are still here,” the avian medical officer said disapprovingly as she strode over to Porter, her wings spreading a bit behind her in a way that Porter found more than a little intimidating.

“Uh huh,” he replied. “Got work to do.”

“It is one thing to stay up all night, but quite another to stay up all night while also attempting to perform tasks that require a high level of concentration and skill. I can request that Captain Beck order you to bed, and if she won’t, I have the authority to override her and send you to bed myself.”

“You could,” Porter said.

“I prefer not to take that step, though, so I must ask you this question: Do you truly believe that you have anything left to offer this effort?”

Porter was quiet for several moments. Sleep did sound good. And what was he really doing here? He’d been through it all multiple times. If he was just torturing himself with some misguided belief that he had to save the day… No, it was more than that.

“In a couple of hours, a bunch of my friends are going to go get themselves shot at and possibly killed trying to rescue a guy I helped lose in the first place,” Porter said, drawing on his last reserves of coherence. “That’s big fun and all, but what makes it really over-the-top wacky is that they don’t have a clue where to look. And the only way they’re going to get a clue is if I figure out where the hell Bradley’s hiding him.”

“But do you have a clue where do look yourself? Has something changed since Tiffany Beecher was taken by the President?”

“He got away with it then, but not this time. I know this station better than anyone. There’s an answer here, and I’m going to find it.”

“In other words, no. Nothing has changed,” Diantha said. “Except, of course, the additional lives and careers involved.”

“Yep. So I’m staying right here,” Porter said, turning back to her work.

“I see,” Diantha said. A few seconds later, Porter felt a hypospray press against the side of his neck and the hiss of its contents entering his bloodstream.

“What the hell!” he cried. She’d drugged him! She’d actually drugged him! “You can’t…” Then suddenly he felt better. Much better. And awake! Oh so very awake!

“That should help,” Diantha said, closing her medkit. “I wish you luck.” She gave Porter a stately nod, then headed back into the turbolift.

Re-energized, Porter dove back toward his console. Bradley wasn’t going to get away with this again. One time was too many, but twice? No. He couldn’t. This was Porter’s backyard. He literally knew it inside and out. There was something Bradley had missed with his little magic trick, and Porter was damn sure going to find it.



The hangar bay on the deck occupied by the Federation Marines near the lower part of Waystation’s upper saucer was not a huge facility, but as it was only needed to house the Mongoose, the marine’s transport ship, the lack of space usually wasn’t an issue. Currently it was. The neatly-packed belongings of every marine on the station (short of Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal, of course) were lined up along with their owners waiting to be loaded on the Mongoose or into one of the large cargo containers Lazlo had commandeered with the idea of towing them behind the Mongoose out to the Space Lodge. Since Lazlo was in such a good mood about the move, none of the marines themselves would have to ride in the cargo containers.

With Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal defecting for Starfleet, Colonel Lazlo was supervising the loading operation himself. “KINTASA, MOVE IT!”

“He’s in a good mood,” Captain Beck said sliding up beside Lieutenant Stephanie Hodges. “I can tell by the happy tone in his screaming.”

“Yeah, he’s been practically giddy,” Hodges said. “When’d you get here?”

“Just a few seconds ago. Everyone is so busy packing that they don’t seem to care there’s one of us Starfleet types roaming around. You doing okay?”

“Yeah. All set. I was pretty much packed before I had breakfast with Walter this morning. How’s he’s holding up?”

“He’s got a lot on his mind right now,” Beck said. “That’s why I’m sending him with you.”

Hodges coughed and turned on Beck. “What?”

“He’ll be escorting you there in the Cumberland, then he’ll square things away with the survey team and come right back. Or come back a little later if that’s what needs to happen.”

“So you’re misusing your authority as captain to give your friend and First Officer a little more goodbye time.”

“I have my reasons,” Beck said.

Hodges stared at her for a moment. “That wasn’t a joke. What’s going on, Lisa?”

“It’s a protocol thing,” Beck said. “Morales has to deal with the survey team. No biggie.” It wasn’t a lie exactly, but there was certainly a large bit of omitting going on.

“Oh. Right,” Hodges said.

“HODGES!” Lazlo bellowed. “STOW IT AND START YOUR PREFLIGHT!”

“There’s my boarding call,” Hodges said. She gave Beck a hug. “See you soon.”

“Definitely. I’ll come there if I have to.”

“Lazlo would be thrilled, I’m sure,” Hodges said, picking up her stuff. As she made her way into the Mongoose, Beck approached Colonel Lazlo.

“Colonel,” Beck said.

“Beck,” Lazlo said with a nod and, disturbingly, a smile. “Came down to beg us to stay?”

“Nah. Just trying to figure out how I’m going to redecorate the place when you’re gone. I’m thinking chartreuse.”

Lazlo laughed. He actually laughed. “Good to know there will be no hard feelings.”

“From me? Why would there be?”

“Exactly. We both knew this wasn’t working. It was a bad idea from the start. I fully expect that if events in the future require cooperation between our forces, we’ll be able to bypass the stupid posturing we’ve been doing up to now.”

“Who was posturing?” Beck said. Was Lazlo actually trying to take the moral high ground here? The nerve!

“Come by after we get the base set up. I’ll give you a tour,” Lazlo said. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got some maggots to load.” Only Lazlo could almost make “maggot” sound like a term of endearment.

“Understood,” Beck said. “Have fun at your new home.”

“Oh, I will.” And with that Lazlo started shouting again. “COPELAND! HOW MANY DAMN BOXES ARE YOU TAKING? DID YOU BUY OUT THE DAMN MALL BEFORE YOU LEFT?”

Beck left the hangar deck feeling a bit cheated. After all the years she’d put up with Lazlo, that was the way he left things? Was a “I know we had our differences, but I respect you” too much to ask? Evidently that kind of thing only happened in holovision shows.

Steph leaving was something else altogether, though. Having her lifelong friend on board had been one of the perks of the job for Beck, but she was realistic about what they both did for a living. Transfers were just part of the deal. She was grateful that they’d been in the same place for this long. And it wasn’t like the Space Lodge was that far away. Hmmm…somehow she had a feeling that Lazlo would be coming up with a new name. “Lodge” just didn’t have a violent enough ring to it.

“Porter to Beck,” her Science and Operations officer’s voice said over her commbadge.

“Beck here,” she replied after tapping the device. Porter sounded surprisingly awake.

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

Okay. Awake and mildly insane.

“Stop cackling!” Beck ordered.

“Sorry,” Porter said, struggling to control himself. “Can you come back to Ops?”

“Have you got something?”

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

“That sure as hell had better be a yes,” Beck said, slapping the channel closed.



Ops was a bit louder and more boisterous than Beck was expecting when she stepped out of the turbolift.

“There!” Lieutenant Commander Russell shouted from his post at tactical. “She’s here. Now tell me!”

“Patience, grasshopper,” Porter replied grinning as he leaned back in his seat at the operations/science console.

“Grasshopper me again, and I’ll break your legs.”

Ensign Jones let out an exasperated breath of air, “If I had the rank to threaten you two…”

“Conveniently, I do,” Beck said. “Tell what the hell that cackling was about, Porter, or I’ll let Russell break your legs.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Russell said. He attention was drawn to a flashing on his console. “The Mongoose is requesting permission to depart. And now so is the Cumberland.”

“Granted,” Beck said with a distracted wave. Under normal circumstances, the departure of the Federation Marines from the station would be more of an event, but Beck had bigger issues on her mind right now. “Unless you’ve got something big to show me Porter, I have to get ready to blast my way into Dillon Enterprises.”

“Look at this!” Porter exclaimed, but two side by side images of squiggly lines onto the Ops viewscreen. He immediately started cackling again.

Beck did as Porter requested. Lines. Yep. Squiggles. Yep. “It’s sensor readings,” she said. “Now comes the part where you calm down and tell us all what they mean.”

“I know. I just like watching you all stare at them with that adorable expression of complete confusion.”

“Russell. Legs,” Beck said.

“Okay!” Porter cried as Russell started to move toward him. “Sorry. It’s the drugs.”

“What drugs?”

“Diantha gave me this great shot and…”

“Never mind. Just tell the damn story!” Beck said.

“Right. You remember how I scanned the entire station when Bradley grabbed Tiffany, right?”

“I remember a whole lot of you not finding anything,” Beck replied.

“Exactly. So now the same thing has happened again,” Porter said.

“Complete with you not finding anything,” Russell said.

“Sean, be nice,” Jones said. “Craig has been trying.”

“Yeah, but I was doing it the wrong way,” Porter said.

Russell opened his mouth to respond, but Beck, anticipating the smart remark, silenced him with a glance.

“I was treating each disappearance as a separate incident,” Porter continued, “when what I really needed to be doing was comparing them. And when I did, I got that!” He pointed at the scans on the viewscreen. “And there go the confused looks again.” Porter sighed. “This is a scan of a portion of Deck 97 behind Bradley’s casino. Officially it’s listed as storage. The scans show, surprise surprise, a large storage room complete with boxes and stuff. I scanned the place both when Tiffany vanished and yesterday.”

“And?” Beck said.

“They’re the same! Exactly the same!”

“It’s a cargo bay. Would you expect big changes?” Jones asked.

“I’d expect some kind of change if this is storing supplies for the casino. Something added. Something moved,” Porter said. “But that’s not all. The sensor readings of the environment are exactly the same down to the number of nitrogen molecules in the air. It’s absolutely impossible!”

“Unless you’re looking at a recording,” Beck said, understanding.

Porter nodded. “It’s a feed loop. I’m not sure how it’s being generated, but it’s running the same 15 minutes of sensor readings over and over again. Now I can’t guarantee that Kovacs is inside of whatever this feed is hiding, but…”

“It’s more than we had,” Beck said.

“I’ll get the team together,” Russell said, moving toward the turbolift.

“Hang on a second,” Beck said, holding up her hand to stop him.

“Is it too soon?” Russell asked. “Want to wait until Commander Morales has been gone a little longer?”

“Well that and I don’t think we need to send in the troops for this one,” Beck replied. “We’re looking at a relatively small space here. It’s out of the way and hidden, so I’m betting a lot of Bradley’s own people don’t know about it. I’ll go with a small group.”

“With that feed loop you’re going to need someone from sciences and probably an engineer,” Porter said. “Lucky for you, I’m both.”

“And you’ve got to take some security with you,” Jones said.

Beck looked over to Jones. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Yes. I want to go.”

“Woah,” Russell protested. “I’m Chief of Security here. I’m going in!”

“No, you’re in command,” Beck said. “Porter, Jones, and I are being called away to Multos this afternoon to…”

“…review some new ride technology,” Porter finished.

“That works. Russell, have Laru get the Roanoke prepped. When I give the order, she’s to head into the Multek Enclave and not come back until she hears from us. Tina, do you have any idea what Bradley’s schedule is like today?”

“Not really,” Jones said.

“Porter, turn AWN on. Surely they’re covering this election in painful detail,” Beck said.

“I could just comm Gisele,” Jones added.

“Do you think she’d tell you?”

“Yes. She sees me and Bradley together all the time,” Jones said. “Jones to Gisele.”

“You have reached Dillon Enterprises. Gisele speaking,” came the voice of Bradley’s personal assistant.

“Hi, Gisele. It’s Tina.”

“Oh hello, Tina! How are you?”

“Fine. Big day, huh?”

“Oh yes. Mister Dillon has been very…energized,” Gisele said.

“I ran into him earlier when he was on his way to vote, but I didn’t get to talk to him much. Do you know if he’s going to be in his office this afternoon?”

“I don’t believe so. He has a reception with a group of supporters in the campaign headquarters that’s scheduled to last for three hours. If Ms. Lymon has her way, though, I imagine he will be forced to stay there for far longer than he would like,” Gisele said, referring to Bradley’s campaign manager.

“Oh. Okay. Well I’ll catch up with him later. Maybe tomorrow after all of this craziness is over. Thanks, Gisele,” Jones said.

“No problem at all,” Gisele replied. “Dillon Enterprises out.”

“You did that too well,” Beck said after the channel was closed.

“What?” Jones said confused.

“Lied to her.”

“I didn’t lie about anything. I really did run into Bradley earlier.”

“I think our esteemed captain is just surprised that you were able to gather information to be used for nefarious purposes so easily,” Porter said.

“We’re not doing anything nefarious,” Jones said firmly. “We’re the good guys.”

“Damn right,” Beck said. “Now we’ve got to figure out how we’re going to do some breaking and entering. Porter, find something to fix on the casino level and scout out the situation. I want an entry plan in two hours. Dismissed.”



Commander Morales felt that he probably would have gotten a lot more out of traveling to the Space Lodge with Hodges if he had been…well…with Hodges. As it stood, she was flying the Mongoose and he was alone in the Runabout Cumberland. Comm conversations weren’t much of a possibility either with Colonel Lazlo insisting on sitting in the Marine ship’s cockpit with Hodges. So apart from a couple of all-business comms with Hodges about course and speed, Morales spent the trip out to the Space Lodge in silence and wondering if there was anything he could have done differently.

Well, for starters, he could have asked her to marry him.

That was the next logical step, wasn’t it? At least that’s what he’d told Porter several months earlier. Right before they discovered the Space Lodge, oddly enough. In all the time that had passed since then, though, Morales hadn’t made a move toward actually proposing. He’d never even brought up the subject of marriage at all, and neither had Hodges.

But, if he was honest with himself, it wasn’t fear of rejection or anything like that that prevented himself from proposing to Hodges. The truth was that he wasn’t sure that getting married because it was the next logical step was really a good enough reason. There had to be more to it than that.

Was he ready to be married? Did he even have a clue what being married would mean? And what if he had married Hodges? Was that any guarantee that he wouldn’t be in this exact same situation, except instead of saying goodbye to his girlfriend, he’d be saying goodbye to his wife? Many many many many people in Starfleet had spouses who were stationed somewhere else. Morales just didn’t think that he wanted his marriage, if he ever had one, to be that way.

So where did that leave him?

At the Space Lodge, for one thing. The Cumberland dropped out of warp alongside the Mongoose at the coordinates of the entry to the subspace phenomenon. From this perspective it wasn’t much to see. Just a thin grey ring with a diameter about twice the width of the runabout. Once a vessel passed through the ring, though, they would enter the subspace pocket containing the Space Lodge, a structure created by beings unknown. Hodges took the lead with the Mongoose, carefully lining the larger craft up with the ring. At best, she would have a couple of inches on either side of the wings where the Mongoose’s nacelles were mounted. For Hodges, though, it was more than enough room. It was a silly thing, but Morales couldn’t help but smile as he watched the Mongoose sail through the ring with ease, towing several cargo containers behind it. Hodges was a hell of a pilot.

He steered the Cumberland in after her, passing through the subspace threshold into the garishly-bright yellow docking bay of the Space Lodge. Hodges had landed the Mongoose beside the small scout ship of the Starfleet Sciences survey team that was currently occupying the structure. Morales set down on the other side of the survey craft and disembarked.

As soon as he opened the Cumberland’s hatch, he heard Lazlo’s voice bellowing orders at his marines.

“I SAID MOVE, MAGGOTS! YOU’VE HAD HOURS TO SIT ON YOUR LAZY ASSES! GET UP AND UNLOAD YOUR GEAR!!”

Charming as ever.

“WHERE THE HELL IS OUR ESCORT?” Lazlo demanded, putting as much disdain as possible into the word escort. That was Morales’s cue. Resisting the urge to pull a Porter and saunter over with some kind of sarcastic remark, Morales decided to be professional and act like a proper Starfleet Officer. Of course, if he could have come up with a sarcastic remark quickly enough, he would have been far more tempted to go with the Porter version of things.

“I will go speak to the survey team,” Morales said, striding up to Lazlo and speaking before Lazlo could yell at him. “You and your platoon need to remain in the docking bay until I’ve had a chance to inform the Commander Teague of the situation.” With that, he stole a glance at Hodges, who gave him a little smile, then he headed through the door leading deeper into the Space Lodge.

He quickly came to the large chamber that the previous occupants, a group from Induskera, had been using as their dance hall/party room. Now it was filled with portable consoles and scanning gear as well as three Starfleet Science officers who were huddled around a monitor. They looked up surprised as Morales entered.

“What are you doing here? Who are you? What the hell do you want?” a dark haired human woman, whom Morales assumed was Commander Teague snapped, charging over to him.

“Commander Walter Morales from Waystation,” Morales replied. He took a deep breath and launched into the bad news. “On the authority of the President of the Federation, the Federation Science Council, and Starfleet Command, you are hereby ordered to immediately vacate this location.”

Commander Teague stared at him for a few moments.

“I’m sorry,” Morales added uncomfortably. “If it were up to me, you’d be staying here, but it’s not. There’s a bunch of Federation Marines in the docking bay waiting to take possession. And they won’t wait long. Believe me. Do you need help packing?”

Teague stared at him for a few more seconds then finally said, “No.”

“Are you sure?” Morales said, trying to hide his relief that she wasn’t shouting at him. “I don’t mind helping out.”

“No, I mean ‘no’ as in we’re not going anywhere,” Teague said. “You’ve got a hell of a lot of nerve marching in here and telling us to pack it in. I don’t care who you’ve got waiting out in the docking bay. I’m not leaving. I’ll fight this all the way up to President Dillon, if I have to!”

There was the shouting. Oh well. It was to be expected.

“President Dillon is the one who signed the order,” Morales said, positive this was going to bring on more shouting.

“He can just unsign it then!”

Yep. More shouting.

“I don’t think he’s going to do that.”

“Then he can come here himself and tell me that, because until that happens WE’RE STAYING PUT!”

Morales forced a smile. “Of course you are,” he said, before turning on his heel and making a hasty retreat back to the docking bay.



After slowly lowering herself out of the jefferies tube hatch, Captain Beck dropped down into a corridor on Deck 97. Normally using a ceiling hatch like this wouldn’t have been her first choice, but as all of the usual wall hatches had been sealed up from the outside, there weren’t many other options. Commander Porter dropped down beside her a moment later followed by Ensign Jones soon after that.

Porter looked around, taking in the wood paneled corridor walls and golden crown molding and trim. “Hmm,” he said, nodding appreciatively. “Bradley redecorated.”

“Considering this is supposed to be a cargo bay, I would say so,” Beck replied. If Porter’s sense of direction was correct, they were just inside the mystery region. The corridor dead ended at a wall off to her left, beyond which was Bradley’s casino. “Let’s get moving,” she added, heading off in the opposite direction.

“Captain,” Jones said hesitantly. “I think I should go first. I’m the security here.”

“I’m not too worried about the protocol,” Beck said, approaching the first door. She expected it to be sealed, but instead the doors slid aside allowing her and the others to enter.

“What is this place?” Porter said, looking around. The room was filled with racks and shelves of various devices and doo-dads, most of which Porter couldn’t even begin to identify. The property tag on an item he picked up did tell him one bit of information: “Property of Dillon Enterprises Research & Development.” Putting the device back down, his eyes locked on a tall blue wooden cabinet standing in one corner. “What the hell is a police box?”

“He’s not here,” Beck said, clearly not interested in the room’s contents. The scientist inside Porter wanted to protest. The guy who loved gadgets even more so. But there were bigger concerns than whatever cool stuff Bradley Dillon had secreted away down here. Besides, he could always come back later.

The three officers moved back out into the hallway and quickly headed to the next door. With the hallway decor, it really felt like being on one of the main Dillon Enterprises levels. Possibly even a bit nicer, judging by the marble bathroom they encountered. Most of the rooms, though, were labs. And all were empty. Beck really couldn’t complain too much about that, though, since stunning Dillon Enterprises employees really wasn’t high up on her list of things to do today. She just wanted to get in, get Banyon Kovacs, and get out.

Finally, down a short side corridor leading off of the main one, they hit a locked door. Beck nodded at Porter, who immediately pried off the access panel beside the door and got to work on the lock. Within seconds, he had it opened.

“I was expecting more of a challenge,” he said.

“I guess a basic locked door is enough to tell Bradley’s employees to keep out,” Beck said, peering into the dark room beyond the doors. She cautiously stepped inside, phaser drawn, as Jones pulled out her own weapon and flanked Beck. Porter, content to let the people with guns go first, brought up the rear. As their eyes adjusted to the dim light of the room, Porter’s interest was immediately drawn to a large mass of metal hanging down from the ceiling. It was covered in various pointy-bits and things that almost looked like blades, giving the contraption a very menacing look overall.

Beck, meanwhile, was far more concerned with what she found hanging on the far wall of the room: Banyon Kovacs. He’d been stretched into a spread eagle position and mounted on the wall by metal bands around his wrists, ankles, waist, and neck. It certainly didn’t look remotely comfortable, but you never would have guessed by the bored look on his face. The look quickly changed to a big grin when he spotted Beck.

“Hey there! I’d give you a hug, but…” He glanced over at the binding on his right wrist.

“But someone decided to use you as a tapestry,” Beck said as she stepped over to a small pedestal console sitting between the large metal device Porter was examining and Kovacs’ wall prison.

“Watch what you’re doing over there,” Kovacs said sounding more than a little concerned. “Please.”

“I’m trying to release you.”

“Which I think is a great idea, but I don’t want you to wake up big and nasty over there,” Kovacs said, pointing as well as he could at the metal monstrosity.

“Did they use that on you?” Beck asked in horror.

“Not yet,” Kovacs replied. “They keep threatening to, though, if I don’t tell them what happened to the hologram.”

“They didn’t check your pants?” Beck said. Kovacs was currently wearing a pair of pants Porter had fitted with data storage in order to get the sentient hologram Bradley was trying to delete safely out of Dillon Enterprises. Obviously the getting out part hadn’t gone quite according to plan, but at least the pants were still intact.

“Nope. Just the padd I brought along as a prop, but unless they want to play solitaire, there isn’t much they’re going to get out of it,” Kovacs said. A second later, the bindings holding him retracted into the wall, sending him dropping to the floor. Beck rushed over and helped him to his feet.

“Thanks,” Kovacs said, still a bit wobbly after spending the last day mounted to a wall. “You guys run across a bathroom anywhere? I’ve been holding it for hours.”

“There’s one down the hall,” Porter said.

“Can we wait on this until we’re out of here?” Jones asked.

“But they’ve got a really nice bathroom,” Porter said.

“I’d take a spare pot at this point,” Kovacs said.

“You can go in Ops,” Beck said, slapping her commbadge. “Beck to Russell.”

The commbadge responded with a sickening chirp and then silence.

“I was afraid of that,” Porter said as he opened his tool kit and took out a handful of black armbands with small white devices mounted on them. “Plan B. Put these on,” he ordered, handing them out. “I’ve tied them into the Wayward’s transporter, in case Bradley had compromised Waystation’s system. And I’ve boosted the signal enough that they should be able detect it on Multos.” Porter slid his armband up his arm and pressed down on the activation button.

The next few seconds were distressingly short of transporter activity.

“Wow. Good jamming field,” Porter said.

“I’ll be sure to compliment Bradley on it later,” Beck muttered.

“Do you have a Plan C?” Jones asked.

“I think it’s something along the line of get out the way we came in,” Beck said, heading for the doors. She suddenly heard the sound of a transporter. Porter’s system must have just taken a little bit longer than expected to activate. Relieved, she turned to Porter, expecting to see him dematerialize. He was remarkably non-sparkly. There was, however, a blue-suited Special Secret Section agent materializing right behind him.

“DOWN!” Beck shouted, aiming her phaser. Porter dropped to the floor and Beck fired, stunning the agent just as his transporter sequence finished.

“I suddenly don’t need to pee anymore,” Kovacs said.

“Let’s go!” Beck said. She charged out into the corridor. A phaser blast seared past her, coming from behind. She didn’t have much time to worry about that, though, since another Special Secret Section agent was in front of her, raising his weapon. She fired at her forward attacker just as she heard another phaser blast sound. She reflexively tensed, expecting a blast to slam into her. Instead she heard the thud of a body hitting the floor.

Jones rushed up beside her, phaser in hand. “We really need to go,” Jones said. As soon as the words left her mouth, more transporter beams were coalescing in the corridor around them.

“How come they can beam in here?” Porter demanded.

“Care later!” Beck said, racing down the corridor while firing two quick shots into the agents that had just materialized in front of her.

“We’re never going to be able to get back up into the hatch without getting shot,” Jones said.

“I know.”

“And I didn’t see another door out of here.”

“I know! Not helping!”

“Sorry.”

They had just about reached the jefferies tube hatch, but as though to emphasize Jones’s point, another trio of agents began to materialize ahead of them.

“Go!” Beck snapped, shoving Kovacs through the nearest set of doors and leaping in after him, Porter and Jones close behind.

They were back in the device and doo-dad storage room they’d found earlier, except…

“Hey! Where did that big blue box thing go?” Porter asked, staring at the now-empty corner.

“Don’t care right now. Lock that door!” Beck said, quickly looking around for another way out. Porter pushed the mystery of the disappearing police box out of his head, ripped the access panel off of the wall, and set to work sealing the doors. And this wasn’t going to be any basic lock job either. Bradley’s little friends would need explosives to get through those doors when he was finished.

Porter just hoped they wouldn’t resort to that. From what he’d gathered from Captain Beck, being blown up hurt…a lot.

The sound of a transporter beam pulled him out of his thoughts of explosives. Hmm…if the agents could just beam in, his door locking did seem a bit useless.

Jones zapped the agent before he had a chance to react to materializing.

“WE CAN DO THIS ALL DAY!” Beck shouted to the air.

The group waited tensely for several moments, but no other agents tried to transport in.

“They could still try to beam us out,” Porter said, yanking out his tricorder and quickly hitting commands. “I’m setting up a low-level jamming field. It will hopefully be enough to stop them from getting a good lock on us.”

“Good,” Beck said.

The room suddenly went dark.

“They’ve cut the power,” Porter said, rushing back over to the doors as two emergency lights flared to life in the rear corners of the room. “That isn’t going to help with the whole door staying locked thing.”

While that was a problem, Beck had a more pressing concern leap into her mind. “Check your phasers!” she ordered, tapping the setting controls on her own weapon. Nothing. No lights. It just sounded…

“Dead,” Jones said.

“Dammit!” Porter shouted, almost throwing his tricorder to the ground in frustration. He thought better of it, though, considering that it was the only thing preventing them from being snatched out of the room by a transporter beam.

“They must have gotten access to the security override on the phasers and shut them down,” Jones said.

“I always thought that system was a bad idea,” Beck said.

“It is…until some bad guy grabs your phaser and starts pointing it at you,” Kovacs said.

“That happen to you much?”

“No comment,” Kovacs said quickly.

A metallic clang echoed through the room from the direction of the door.

“I think the lockpick has arrived,” Porter said.

Several more clangs and bangs sounded.

“How soon until Russell sends in the cavalry?” Kovacs asked.

“He’s not going to,” Beck replied. “He’s under orders to stay out of this.”

“Ah. Well…I guess that means we’re back to planning our own rescue.”

“Then we’d better hope there’s something in here we can use,” Beck said.



Morales was going over phrasing in his head as he returned to the Space Lodge docking bay, trying to figure out how best to present the situation to Colonel Lazlo. He wasn’t naive enough to believe that any words he could use would result in anything other than Lazlo screaming at him, but he was aiming for the word choice that would lead to the shortest bit of shouting.

Lazlo was standing in the middle of the bay, relentlessly berating the marines as they labored to unload their gear and possessions from the Mongoose. Morales expected Lazlo to charge at him as soon he stepped into the docking bay, but the colonel ignored him until Morales was right beside him.

“Took you long enough,” Lazlo said.

Long enough? Morales was only in there for as long as it took to get yelled at and leave again. What would Lazlo have said if an actual conversation had taken place?

“The survey team has been informed, and they are…confirming the orders with Command,” Morales said.

Lazlo glared at him. “What the hell is there to confirm? We’re here. They’re leaving. End of story.”

“They…don’t really want to go,” Morales said.

“I DON’T GIVE A DAMN WHAT THEY WANT!”

“I think they feel the same way about you. And they have refused to leave the Space Lodge until they’re told they have to.”

“YOU TOLD THEM!”

“Told by someone higher up than me. Higher up than pretty much everyone really. They want it from the President.”

Lazlo’s mustache twitched. A split second later he screamed, “ANERASISS!” With Lieutenant Colonel O’Neal’s departure from the Marines, Lieutenant Anerasiss, a Caitian, had become Lazlo’s go-to person. The Caitian gracefully bounded over.

“Yes, sir!” she said, saluting. Lazlo glanced at Morales, then whispered something into Anerasiss’ upraised ear. She nodded crisply, then rushed away. A short time later, a squad of marines stormed through the door into the interior of the Space Lodge

“What are you doing?” Morales demanded.

“You don’t honestly think I’m going to let those people stand in my way, do you?” Lazlo said. Anerasiss had already returned with a Vulcan scientist tucked under her muscular arm, whom she deposited into the survey team’s scout ship. “We outnumber them about 20 to 1, and we have all of the guns.”

The Vulcan was soon joined by his colleagues and several piles of equipment, which were unceremoniously dumped into the scout ship. Commander Teague was the last to emerge from the Space Lodge, ranting and flailing as she was hoisted above the heads of three marines.

“I’LL GET YOU FOR THIS, MORALES!” she screamed just before being tossed through the hatch into her ship.

“Me?” Morales exclaimed. “I didn’t do anything!”

Lazlo snorted. “Pathetic,” he muttered before turning to Anerasiss and shouting, “Lieutenant, if they haven’t launched in the next 30 seconds, you are to open fire!”

The scout ship lifted off in 24 seconds and zoomed out of the ring just as the count hit 30.

“You’re done here, Commander,” Lazlo said.

“Thanks,” Morales said flatly.

“Let’s load it in!” Lazlo ordered, striding through the doors into the Space Lodge as his marines scrambled to pick up crates and carry them in behind their commanding officer.

Morales soon found himself alone in the docking bay.

Alone except for Stephanie Hodges.

“Hey,” she said smiling.

“Hey, yourself,” Morales replied. Wow. That was incredibly lame.

Hodges shuffled her feet a bit. “I’d invite you to stick around, but…”

“I know. I think Lazlo will throw me out into space himself if I’m still here when he gets back,” Morales said.

“I’m glad you came along, though.”

“Me too.”

There were a few lovely seconds of uncomfortable silence before…

“We kind of did the big goodbye scene earlier, didn’t we?” Morales said.

“Yeah.”

“Good seeing you, though.”

“Oh definitely!” Hodges said. “And you’ll be back soon. Or I’ll come to Waystation.”

“Please do. You always have a bed to sleep in at my place.”

“I bet I do,” Hodges said, wrapping her arms around him. They settled into a long comfortable kiss. Morales didn’t want to let go, but he knew that they couldn’t stay this way forever.

When the kiss did finally end, he looked into her eyes for several long moments. “I…,” he began. What? What was he really going to say now? That he wanted her to leave the Marines? That he wanted her to come back to Waystation with him? What would any of that accomplish except ending things on a bad note?

“I should get going,” he finished.

“Yeah,” Hodges said before giving him another quick kiss. “See you soon.”

“I’ll be waiting,” Morales replied. After one last kiss, he entered the runabout, closed the hatch, and started his preflight sequence.

Hodges remained in the docking bay, watching him, until he lifted off and sailed through the subspace gateway out into normal space.



Determining whether or not there actually was anything useful in the shelves and bins of the Dillon Enterprises R&D storage room was something of a challenge considering that the R&D staff hadn’t bothered to put anything in the way of descriptive names on any of the various gizmos and gadgets. Instead, Captain Beck and the others were faced with oh-so-helpful nameplates reading “XF-2004J,” “PCK-900DF,” and such. Beck resorted to grabbing anything that looked like it might have any kind of offensive capability, which left her with a couple of vaguely gun-shaped objects as well as a few egg-shaped devices that she hoped were in the grenade family.

Another loud clang was followed up by an unwelcome creaking sound and a thin shaft of light from the doors as they were pried a small way apart.

“Jones!” Beck called, tossing what she hoped was a rifle to the security officer.

Jones, not expecting the incoming weapon, let out a surprised cry and bobbled it before dropping it to the deck. “Sorry,” she said sheepishly, quickly scooping it back up. “What is this thing?”

“No idea. You and I will take point. Banyon, you get to throw those things,” Beck said, pointing at the oval devices she’d gathered. “Porter…”

“I get to keep searching,” Porter said for her.

“You got it.”

As Porter made for the rear of the storeroom to get as far away from the firefight to come as possible while he looked for something else useful, Beck, Jones, and Kovacs took up positions behind shelving units.

“Don’t do anything until you can get a clear shot,” Beck said.

Something inside the door mechanism cracked loudly, and the doors to the room sprang open, sending a large prybar on the other side clattering to the floor. It was quickly kicked aside as two hulking agents stepped into the door frame and shined flashlights into the room.

“You can come out now,” a voice Beck immediately recognized as Agent Anderson’s, the head of Bradley’s Special Secret Section, called into the room sounding way too smug for Beck’s tastes.

“Really?” Beck shouted back. “Does that mean you’re surrendering?”

Beck expected some kind of pithy comeback. Instead a phaser blast slammed into the frame of the shelving she was using as cover. What the hell was Anderson doing? There was a protocol for these things! Banter, failed diplomacy, and THEN start shooting! He couldn’t just skip to the shooting part!

Jones seemed to be equally put out by Agent Anderson’s breach of etiquette. With a cry of, “HEY! That wasn’t very nice!” she ducked out from behind her set of shelves and quickly returned fire before dodging to safety again. From Beck’s perspective she could see a blue beam lance out from Jones’s weapon, but that was about it. Judging by the horrified gasps coming from the direction of the door, Jones had evidently scored a hit.

The gasps were then followed up by…a cluck.

Unable to resist a look, Beck peered around the shelving toward the door. The lighting was dim, but there was definitely something remarkably resembling a chicken strutting around at the entrance to the room.

“Jones!” Beck called.

“Yes, Captain.”

“Did you do that?”

“Um…I think so, Captain.”

Jones did indeed do that. The weapon she was holding was not designed to be a weapon, actually. Instead, the KL-83-X, as it was known by the Dillon Enterprises R&D staff, was intended for use by colonists or other individuals that found themselves on unfamiliar worlds. The device had gotten far enough along that some potential names had been chosen for it before it was shelved, the most popular of which was “Pickin’ Chicken.” The idea was this: if you were on an unfamiliar world, you would also most likely be faced with an equally unfamiliar array of fauna, and, therefore, finding out which of these animals made for good eating, as it were, could be a long and potentially deadly process. Working from the old cliche that many things, when cooked, tasted like chicken, the Dillon Enterprises R&D staff decided to go all the way and create a device that would actually reconfigure the DNA of any creature into that of a chicken, thereby creating a friendly and familiar food source for the colonists or whoever needed it. The product’s progress along the path to availability on the shelves of Dillon’s Supply Depot was brought to a screeching halt by four minor factors:

* First, despite the popularity of poultry on Earth, many Federation member species did not like chicken. Keetooans seemed to have a particular objection for some reason.

* Second, considering the ready availability of replicators, there just didn’t seem to be a lot of need for a device that produced nothing but chicken.

* Third, the chicken produced were still alive, which led to some messy slaughtering business that many people just were not thrilled about.

* And finally, the Pickin’ Chicken was rather indiscriminate about its targets, which could potentially lead to some unfortunate diplomatic situations. Sure that creepy squid-thing with all of the spiked tentacles looked nasty enough, but matters would get a bit uncomfortable when you found out later on that that was the leader of the planet’s sentient native species that you just fried up in the Colonel’s special blend of eleven herbs and spices.

The indiscriminate nature of the Pickin’ Chicken had also resulted in the current situation. Believing the occupants of the store room to be complete unarmed, since their phasers had been deactivated thanks to an unauthorized use of the station security’s weapons override system, Agent Anderson had entered the room eagerly awaiting the opportunity to smack around the trespassers personally. Instead he now found himself covered in feathers and experiencing an unrelenting craving for corn.

His fellow agents momentary shock and horror at seeing what had become of their leader quickly abated. Diving for the safety of the door frame (and snatching up the poultry-fied Anderson), the other Special Secret Section operatives began to return fire in earnest. Beck was ready to do the same when she realized that no blasts were coming from Jones’s direction.

“Jones! Is your gun functional?”

“Um…I think so.”

“Then why aren’t you shooting it!”

“I turned him into a chicken!” Jones cried, obviously upset. “What if they can’t turn him back?”

“What if we’re too dead to find out?”

“Oh. Good point.”

“I thought so!” Beck said. In all honestly, though, Jones had a good point as well. Just not quite as good as the “ending up dead” one. Beck, however, couldn’t help being a bit apprehensive, wondering what she held in her hands. After turning the dial on top as low as it would go (at least she hoped she was turning it toward the low end), she ducked around the shelving with her own vaguely-gun-shaped device and fired.

What resulted didn’t so much fall into the “firing” category. Instead of any type of energy beam blasting toward the agents at the door, a near-blinding glow emanated at the front of the device. This glow soon subsided leaving a rather crappy-looking metal folding chair hovering in front of Beck. The hovering didn’t last long. But, rather than gravity kicking in and the chair dropping to the deck, as Beck would have expected, the chair suddenly rocketed toward the door and slammed into the head of an agent unfortunate enough to duck into view long enough to fire his weapon.

This was not the sort of thing that chairs did normally, and while it was surprising to Beck and everyone else involved in the present battle, it was downright infuriating to the Dillon Enterprises R&D staff that had worked on the BHJ-0998, also known at the “Select-A-Seat.” The idea had been simple. Food replicators were fairly compact and able to be taken from place to place, yet the larger replicators used to make furniture and the like generally were not. But what if you were someplace and you wanted a chair? There was always the collapsible type, as found in the classic “Sprout-A-Stool,” brought to you by the geniuses behind “Base-In-A-Briefcase.”

But what if you wanted more options? The “Select-A-Seat” was basically a replicator which used an experimental process called molecular hyper-compression to store the raw materials necessary to make the various seating selections available in its memory. The act of decompressing the molecules during the replication process, however, had the minor side-effect of launching the resulting bit of furniture across the room.

This unfortunate issue brought the “Select-A-Seat” project to a halt and derailed its sister projects “Try-A-Table” and “Add-An-Anvil.”

So while the Dillon Enterprises R&D staff had been disgusted at their failure, Captain Beck, after getting over the initial shock, was delighted. She turned the dial up and few ticks and fired again. Instantly, a plush armchair formed in front of her, then careened toward the door.

“That was a warning shot!” Beck shouted. “Don’t make me turn this thing up to sectional sofa!”

The phaser blasts that headed her way in response gave her the impression that the Special Secret Section agents had not been as intimidated as she might have hoped.

“Fire in the hole!” Kovacs shouted from behind her. She ducked down as one of the egg-shaped devices sailed by, landing in the corridor beyond. For several moments nothing happened…

…then the corridor was filled with a deafening roar as the egg burst open, releasing gale-force winds that tossed the agents around like so many dried leaves. As the winds reached into the storeroom, the various gadgets and gizmos sailed off of the shelves, slamming into the walls, the floor, and…

“OW! HEY!”

…Lieutenant Commander Porter.

“Hit them again!” Beck shouted.

“WHAT?” Porter cried. “NO!”

Kovacs wasn’t listening to Porter, though, which wasn’t surprising considering that Beck outranked Porter and Beck was the one Kovacs was sleeping with. He lobbed another egg out into the hall, which promptly burst into another barrage of gale-force winds.

The eggs were another result of the hyper-compression experiments. This one was designed to quickly create a breathable atmosphere in an enclosed space without requiring that large tanks of air be used. One egg had enough compressed atmosphere to fill a cargo bay. Unfortunately, the release of said air from the egg would reduce any cargo in said bay to battered rubble.

While the Special Secret Section agents were experiencing another round of this first hand, Beck turned the dial on the “Select-A-Seat” to maximum and fired. The result wasn’t quite the sectional sofa she had been hoping for. Instead, a lovely Louis XIV style sofa with ornately-carved legs appeared and launched toward the door. Wide as it was, it slammed into either side of the door fame and collapsed to the deck. The winds buffeting the agents were already dying down as Beck launched sofa after sofa at the door, creating as much of a barricade as she could.

As the gusts fell to a gentle breeze, she could hear several pained groans (and one pained cluck) coming from the opposite side of her makeshift wall.

Beck rushed back to Porter. “Those couches aren’t going to stand up to phasers, so this may be the only window we get, Craig. Can you get us out of here?”

Porter brandished something that looked like a cross between a chainsaw and a plasma torch. “Stand back,” he said. “We’re going down.” He moved to start cutting into the deck plating when…

“CAPTAIN BECK!”

The voice was familiar. Unmistakably familiar.

“Bradley!” Jones exclaimed in alarm.

“Get to work,” Beck said to Porter before turning to Jones. “Hide behind something, so he doesn’t see you. I’ll handle things.”

Jones shook her head. “No. I’m coming. He needs to know I’m here.”

Together they approached the wall of sofas.

“Captain!” Bradley shouted again.

“What do you want, Bradley?” Beck growled back.

The response was several seconds in coming. Beck guessed…or hoped really, that it was because her words had had their intended effect. No formal title. No pleasantries. The message should be loud and clear: she was pissed off.

“I would ask you the same question, Captain. This facility isn’t open to the public,” Bradley said finally.

“This facility, as you call it, is on MY station, and I ain’t exactly the public,” Beck shot back.

“Please, Captain. I cannot have a civil conversation with you through this mass of wood and upholstery. Can you move this, so we can speak face-to-face?”

“Or so your goons can shoot me?”

“You have my word that nothing will happen.”

“I’m not sure how much I think your word is worth right now, Bradley.”

Another silence. “I should think that we have known each other long enough to have a bit of trust,” Bradley said.

“Do you have any idea what that sounds like coming from you after the shit you’ve pulled?”

“Captain Beck…Lisa…please.”

Beck rolled her eyes. “Don’t make me regret this,” she said. She nodded at Jones, who moved to one end of the sofa stack as Beck moved to the other. With a shove, they toppled the top couch and then the next, opening up the top half of the door frame.

Bradley Dillon was on the other side, his Special Secret Section agents standing back a bit, weapons holstered. Bradley started to flash the charming smile he used for public appearances at Beck, but froze as he spotted Jones.

“Tina,” he said shocked. It came out more as a croak.

“Hi, Bradley,” Jones said flatly.

“You…”

“No, it was you,” Beck snapped. “You created this situation. Kidnapping. Intimidation. Now you’re trying to destroy sentient beings.”

“The hologram was not supposed to exist,” Bradley said.

“Well, he does!” Jones said. “You can’t just kill him! I didn’t think you could be this…evil!”

Bradley jolted as though struck. He stared at Tina, hurt plain in his eyes. “I…I’m not. You can’t believe that of me.”

“Why not? I saw what you were going to do to him!” Jones said, pointing at Banyon Kovacs. “And what have you done to Doctor Fouklok?” she demanded.

“Fouklok is fine. We had a chat about respecting Dillon Enterprises confidentiality agreements, but I do not make a habit of discarding my best scientists. Geniuses on Fouklok’s level do not come around often.”

“How nice for him,” Beck said. “Meanwhile, you had my boyfriend stuck to a wall about to be pulverized into a mass of ground beef.”

“Captain, please,” Bradley said with a disgusted wince. “I assure you that all of it was just for show in a effort to convince…your boyfriend?”

Beck nodded.

“Oh dear. Well… Really we just wanted to know where the hologram was. Agent Anderson had found the technique to be rather effective on the Beecher girl after the bombing.” Bradley looked around. “Where is Anderson?”

“Buck-Awwwk!”

“Ah. You found the ‘Pickin’ Chicken,’ I see. That would explain the feathers everywhere.”

“What’s the plan now, Bradley?” Beck said. “Are you going to make us disappear for a while, too? Forever maybe?”

“I can assure that is not my intention. If it was, I could have just allowed the Special Secret Section to deal with you. As it stands, I have a number of people waiting for me to put in an appearance at my campaign headquarters, but I am here to make sure that no one is harmed.”

“Buck-AWWWWK!”

“No one ELSE is harmed,” Bradley said.

“Touching that you thought of us,” Beck said darkly. “Go back to your party. We’ll be fine. And if you win the election, we can celebrate with a nice impeachment.”

Bradley and Beck stared at each across the sofas for several moments. Bradley nodded, then turned to the closest Special Secret Section agent. “Clear out,” he ordered. “They’re free to leave.”

“Mister President…” the agent began to protest.

“They can go,” Bradley said. The agents exchanged some low grumbled comments and one incensed cluck, but they did as they were told, leaving Bradley behind. Beck and Jones moved the last couple of sofas aside as Porter and Kovacs approached from the rear of the storeroom.

“We’re escaping through the front door?” Porter said. “Bold move.”

“Get back to Ops,” Beck said. “We’ll be right there.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Porter said.

“Thanks for the hospitality,” Kovacs said to Bradley as he walked by.

“There’s a bit of a hole in the floor at the back of the room now,” Porter called. “Sorry about that. Watch your step.”

Once they were gone, Bradley focused his attention back on Beck. “Well, Captain, it is, as the saying goes, your move.”

“Damn right, it is,” she snapped before striding off down the corridor. She’d made it about three steps before she stopped and turned on him. “I…I really could just reach out and strangle you right now! You’ve spent the last year acting like you can do whatever you want to whomever you want! Being president doesn’t mean you own us all, Bradley! We weren’t trying to keep you out of our computer system to be cute! And what about this place? You CANNOT hide entire sections of the station from us! This probably didn’t even cross your mind as you were off playing Lord of the Universe, but you’re compromising station security!

“But none of that, none of that, compares to what you’ve done to other people. Terrorizing a young girl. Wiping out a nanite society. Interrogating everyone on the station like we’re a bunch of criminals. Copying the Voyager Doctor’s program without his knowledge. Banyon!”

Bradley frowned. “Who?”

“My boyfriend!”

“Ah. Yes. Him. Sorry. Continue.”

“We’re not your playthings! And we’re not going to be stepped on while you make your way up to whatever peak you’re off to next. Hell, you’re already president. I have no idea where you have left to go!”

Beck stopped her tirade and took several deep breaths.

“But here’s the thing: I don’t want to destroy you. I really don’t. Despite my occasional urge to wring your neck, we are friends…of some kind. And you have done a decent job as President. Even with all this going on, I voted for you today. Not that I had a lot of choice, considering the alternative. The point is I don’t want to see you impeached.”

“I appreciate that,” Bradley said. “Perhaps then we can just put all this unpleasantness behind us.”

“It’s not that easy,” Beck replied. “There are some conditions.”

“Extortion?” Bradley asked with a slight smile, attempting to lighten the mood.

Beck wasn’t going for it. “I don’t care what the hell you call it, but this is the way it is. First, I deal with the hologram.”

“Agreed,” Bradley said, returning to all-business.

“Second, you are OUT of our computer systems. If Porter so much as suspects that you’ve been in there…”

“I understand,” Bradley said.

“And this place gets registered properly with station operations,” Beck said.

“Captain, the research and development work done in these labs is highly sensitive. I cannot have their existence become common knowledge.”

“It will be command level only, but I have to have some idea of what’s going on on my station.”

“Very well,” Bradley said, clearly displeased at the idea.

“Finally, there will be no more disappearances, kidnappings, interrogations, intimidations, or anything like that.”

“Of course.”

“Good,” Beck said. “Then we’re done here. Good luck with the vote.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Bradley said before turning to Jones. “Ensign…”

“And you can’t speak to me anymore,” Jones said without looking back at him.

Bradley drew back.

“You’re not who I thought you were,” Jones continued. She paused, then shook her head. “No. That’s not true. You’re who I should have known you are. And I can’t be with you.”

“Tina…”

“Goodbye, Bradley.”

Jones walked passed him and joined Beck. Beck could see that Jones was struggling to keep it together. Without another word, she led Jones down the hallway toward the exit, hoping that Bradley would not call after them.

He didn’t.

As Bradley watched them go, he wanted to say something to Jones. He wanted to chase after her and make her understand.

But he knew that she did understand.

All too well.



“…with 93 percent of the precincts reporting, AWN is ready to call the election for the incumbent, Federation President Bradley Dillon. At present, he has 65 percent of the vote in his re-election bid to Kathryn Janeway’s 32 percent. Republicrat Party representatives report that they are already planning a legal challenge to the results, citing President Dillon’s victories on several starbases. Republicrat Party Chairman Abraham Carter says that they cannot accept that any member of Starfleet would not vote for the former-Admiral Janeway. In other election news, the Path of Khan party has had a remarkably strong showing with 0.038 percent of the vote so far.”

“He pulled it off,” Commander Morales said, switching off the report from Joan Redding. The AWN reporter’s face vanished from the Ops viewscreen, revealing the starfield out of the window beyond.

“Yep,” Ensign Jones said.

“Is that all you have to say about it?” Morales asked. He immediately caught the pained look on Jones’s face. “Are you okay, Tina?” he asked concerned.

“Leave it alone, Walter,” Captain Beck said softly. She quickly changed the subject. “What about Steph? Were there any problems?”

“Commander Teague swore vengeance against me, but otherwise no. It’s just…it’s going to be strange not having her here.”

“I know,” Beck said. “And I’m not thrilled that Lazlo has decided to set up camp inside an alien structure we know almost nothing about.”

“At the very least he could have let the survey team stay to study the place,” Lieutenant Commander Porter said. “He can make as many rooms as he wants, so he’d probably never run into them.”

“Teague didn’t want to leave either. She was going to go straight to Bradley to lodge a protest,” Morales said.

“I’m guessing he’s not going to be caring much right now,” Beck said.

“And I’m guessing we aren’t invited to the victory party,” Porter said.

“Actually, Gisele sent up the invitations already. They’re in my office,” Beck said.

“That’s awfully sporting of him” Banyon Kovacs said, leaning casually against Porter’s console.

“As station commander, I’m obligated to put in an appearance. The rest of you are off of the hook.”

“Is there going to be food?” Lieutenant Commander Russell asked.

“Nah. I hear Bradley’s into the whole fasting thing now,” Porter said. “Penance and spiritual growth and all that.”

“Oh,” Russell said disappointed.

“There will be food, Russell,” Beck said.

“I’m in.”

“Me too,” Porter said. “But don’t eat the chicken.”

“Why not?”

“Just trust me.”

“What are you going to do about Doc?” Jones asked, referring to the rescued hologram.

“Banyon will be delivering him to Doctor Zimmerman on Jupiter Station.”

“And where are we saying he came from?” Porter said.

“We found him in the station computer after an ion storm. Apparently the storm activated a damaged copy of the EMH Mark One that was residing in an old computer that was mistakenly not removed from one of the Ambassador-class saucers they used as the foundation for the station.”

“Really?” Porter said. “That’s quite a story. Wouldn’t it be something if our records corroborated it?”

“It would,” Beck said. “But on that note, I think we’ve had a long enough day. Porter, you especially. You can start manufacturing evidence in the morning. Get Mason to cover the night shift for you.”

“Gladly,” Porter replied.

“Tomorrow’s going to be weird,” Russell said.

“What do you mean?” Morales asked.

“The election’s over. The marines are gone. I don’t think anyone’s even trying to kill us at the moment. It’s going to be so…quiet.”

“You make that sound like a bad thing,” Jones said.

“I could try to rip a hole in the space-time continuum,” Porter offered.

“I vote no,” Beck said.

“Seconded,” Morales added.

“The nays have it,” Porter said. “I’ll just go with Plan B. Sleep until next week.”

“I just don’t know what we’re going to do now,” Russell said.

“We could try our jobs,” Beck said.

“Where’s the fun in that?” Porter said.

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Beck said, heading toward the turbolift with Porter and Jones close behind. “Something always seems to turn up.”

“And we thought this place was going to be so boring when we first got here,” Porter said.

“I could go for boring,” Jones said.

“Me too,” Beck said. She smiled to herself. “But just for a little while.”



The End
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